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[51]
The Israelite Synagogue in Alexandria

During the days of the Second Temple, Alexander the Macedonian prevailed over Darius, king of Persia, and he subjugated under his rule all the nations which had belonged to the Persian kingdom. And the Israelite nation was within this entirety [of nations]. The Judean government began to pay tribute to the Syrian state, which later on became the state of the Antiochians.

And Alexander was hostile towards the city of Tyre, which resisted him for a long period of time. [Tyre] was the sultana of the seas and the queen of trade, so he wanted to subdue her and decrease her importance; thus he selected an important site — with respect to its geographical position — on the shores of the sea, and there he built the city of Alexandria, and he made it the capital of the state of Egypt. And it became the hub of trade for the east and the west, as well as the capital of the arts, industry and science.

And Alexandria grew in population due to those who came to it from the neighboring nations, seeking to settle in it for its civil rights which Alexander granted to its citizens. Numerous Israelites migrated there due to their nearness to it, and due to what they received from its leaders in terms of protection and homage, especially after Alexander’s death. And his kingdom became divided because the kings of Egypt (the Ptolemies) began to gain the favor of the Israelites, enticing them to rebel against the kingdom of Syria, which began persecuting them (forcing them to practice the religion of the conquers), and to join the Egyptian kingdom, which treated them well and respected their beliefs. And from the Ptolemaic nobles it had reached [52] the Sages of Israel that Ptolemy Philometor had warmly received Honia the Priest [Note: i.e., Onias], one of the descendants of Simeon the Just, the High Priest,[footnoteRef:1] who had fled from Jerusalem, and had assisted him in building the temple known as the House of Honia in the city of Heliopolis.[footnoteRef:2] And he had consecrated it with numerous religious endowments, and he had furnished it with all its supplies, such that it was said: “One who has not seen the [note: I suspect this means “double-colonnade” in Greek] temple has not seen the glory of Israel,[footnoteRef:3] and that which is intended is the renowned double-colonnade [note: דיופלוסטון, as in rabbinic texts such as Sukkah 51b] temple, i.e., the house of Honia itself.  [1:  See page 27. ]  [2:  The city of Ein Shams, which is mentioned repeatedly in the Septuagint translation of the Scripture with the name Ir Ha-ḥeres, i.e., the city of the sun, and it is also mentioned in Is. 19:18. [Note: Is. 19:18 reads “heres”; JPS translation on Is. 19:18 says: Many Heb. mss. read ḥeres, “sun,” which may refer to Heliopolis, i.e., Sun City, in Egypt.]]  [3:  See the volume of Sukkah in the Jerusalem Talmud, chapter five. ] 


And when the weight of the persecution of Antiochus weighed upon the Israelites who resided in Judea, a significant number of them migrated to Egyptian regions, where they found what they lacked in their own country in terms of freedom and safety, and where they enjoyed civil rights approaching the rights of the Greeks themselves. And their numbers increased such that Alexandria alone came to contain more than a million of them, i.e., about one third of it all its citizens, if the estimation of the scholar Philo the Jew is correct.

And when the mixing of the Jews and the Greeks increased, the two sides exchanged their sciences and their ideas, except that the Israelite religious philosophy affected the Greek philosophy more than the Greek philosophy affected the Israelite religion, and that was because the Alexandrian Israelites had received — with extreme satisfaction — the philosophy of Plato, which was widespread in that time. And they had begun reconciling between it and between the Torah, and they made every effort to explain its corporeal descriptions of the [53] Divine[footnoteRef:4] by symbols and signs (allegory), following the Greek practice. And they adhered to the doctrine of Plato with regard to the eternity of matter, and that the creation of the universe mentioned in the book of Genesis suggests only the change of matter’s form; and they deemed the creator to be above creation of the world directly, such that Philo, the Alexandrian Israelite philosopher, was the one who first created the expression logos,[footnoteRef:5] i.e., the “word” and the “utterance” (praclete),[footnoteRef:6] and other such expressions indicating the existence of intermediary forces between the Necessarily Existing Omnipresent and the created world. (And the Christian Church Fathers, who lived a short time after him, adopted these from him.) And it affected the course of thinking of the Israelite scholars in Alexandria in this direction in their translation, the Septuagint. And it moved a great deal away from the true Israelite spirit, which requires belief in a creator interested in his creation, directly conducting its affairs; and a creator of everything created ex nihilo, without an intermediary; and the belief that expressions mentioned in Scripture indicating anthropomorphisms are nothing but simple expressions, intended to make clear the intended meaning for the understanding of common folks.    [4:  The deceit of God, the finger of God, and his regret and his anger, are numerous in Scripture, as is well known. ]  [5:  And this expression is used by Paul the Apostle in the Gospels. ]  [6:  And it is also mentioned in the Gospels.] 


And what resulted from the many books which the Israelite scholars in Alexandria composed in the Greek language was that the Sages of Israel in Judea felt that their religious philosophy, and their religious community upon which it was built, were in imminent danger, should the views of the Alexandrians become widespread among the individuals of the nation. So they were on their guard towards that overwhelming torrent, setting down rules which they established in the minds, by means of the prayers they arranged; and in this way they preserved the original Israelite model, whereas those Israelite books in Greek paved the way for the spread of that religion which was newly coming into existence at that time, the Christian religion, which was at first nothing but one aspect of Israelite theology. 

[54] 

Chapters of the Fathers

Said the greatest teacher, the master, Rambam[footnoteRef:7] in his introduction to the tractate Zeraim:[footnoteRef:8] [7:  He is the great leader (ʼimām) and renowned doctor, Rabbi Musa son of Maimon, known among the Israelites as Rambam, and among the scholars of Europe as Maimonides, and among Arab authors as God’s servant Abū ʿImrān Mūsā Maimūn, author of many religious, philosophical and medical compositions. And I will bring detailed mention of him at the end of the book. ]  [8:  One of the orders of the Mishnah. And Rambam placed his introduction in his commentary on the Mishnah, which he composed in the Arabic language. ] 


When Rabbi Judah the Prince finished putting to writing the volume Sanhedrin,[footnoteRef:9] which contains the provisions needed by judges and rulers, he immediately began putting to writing the Chapters of the Fathers, and he did that for two reasons. The first of them was to inform people fully that the inherited regulations of the Oral Torah are true, and that they reached us by way of the chain of authorities and uninterrupted succession, as each generation of the generations proceeding us received its precepts and principles from the generation that preceded it; and that every Israelite believer is duty-bound to respect each and every individual of the previous recipient leaders (a’imma), who received the law in his custody, and that one should not exceed the bounds in investigating each person from among those leaders, because each one of them is the greatest and most learned and most noble in relation to his contemporaries, and according to the consensus view of the great [55] Sages of Israel in former times. And they had said “if we want to investigate the validity of the court of Rabban Gamaliel[footnoteRef:10] we must investigate the validity of every court of the courts that preceded it,” and they had also said “the rank of Simeon in his era was like the rank of Aaron in his era,” and they had also said “Jephthah in his era was like Samuel in his era.” And in these statements of theirs is a great admonition for those human investigators, deterring them from opposing the judgments of so-and-so from among the leaders (a’imma), and from refuting or criticizing the statements of so-and-so from among the judges. For the Law is God’s alone  — i.e., it does not have characteristics of its bearer, or those who adjudicate it — in accordance with the true text contained in the Torah of Moses (the Law is God’s[footnoteRef:11]), and the Oral Torah is, then, together with the Written Torah, a unified Law, each one of the leaders having received it from the one who preceded him, orally and by instruction. As for the second of them, it is that Rabbi Judah compiled the Chapters of the Fathers and put it to writing in order to teach people the noble literary wisdom inherited from all the leaders, in order to improve our morals and refine our character, and for the practicing of methods of refinement and virtue. And seeing as refinement and moral constitution, which are commendable, are necessary imperatives for one who has assumed judicial authority, the Fathers opened their statements by mentioning the qualities that are deemed desirable for judges, in order that they be suited for assuming responsibility for judging the legal affairs of the community; for should the morals of the common person — whatever his importance — experience a collapse, his loss is restricted to himself, whereas should the morals of the judge become corrupted or he be dishonored, his loss goes beyond himself, over to the general public. It is therefore necessary that preference be given to the most suitable judges and rulers. So the Fathers mentioned [56] the good qualities and commendable deeds which are deemed desirable, such that they be “deliberate in judgment,” cautious about underlying factors and deception which might be unknown to the judge, should he rush into issuing his ruling; and “that they not prolong the period of the trial,” lest they bring harm upon the legal claimants; and that “they immerse themselves in investigating the testimony of witnesses,” reviewing their statements and extracting falsifications from it; and that “they be careful during investigating witnesses,” in order that falsifiers among them not be able to infer what would be useful for them to say in their false testimony; and that “the judge should not place himself as a lawyer for one of the litigants, and that he should not insinuate methods of the defense during the trial, for it is impermissible for the judge to place himself in the place of the lawyer during hearing cases”; and that “the judges should not let fall their standing or their respect by taking as a companion whomever is not suitable for them, the company of ignorant folks” in order that they you not violate your dignity and lose the confidence of litigants; and that “you do not conceal yourself from the people” to the extent that it becomes difficult to meet with them, [note: unclear verb] when they need them, and that is a warning against harming the rights of the poor, orphans, and the weak, who are unable to breach the seclusion by force of their influence; and that “they cut back from seeking rest and not rush towards amusements and havens,” in order that they not forfeit the rights of the people, wasting their amusements; and other high commandments and guidance and useful admonitions. [9:  And it is included in the pages of the second order of the Mishnah, and it comprises with its Gemara an important volume within the volumes of the Babylonian Talmud. [Note: not 100% clear about this note]]  [10:  And it was the final court, which was composed of the last disciples of Rabbi Akiba and the last of the Sages and the preservers of oral tradition (ḥuffāẓ).]  [11:  Deut. 1:17.] 

The end of the words of Rambam, the master, with authority.

And the Prince has called this volume by the name “Chapters of the Fathers” because that which is in it was passed down from the statements of the leaders (a’imma) and the earlier teachers. And in Scripture the teachers are called by the name “fathers” in many places, especially in the story of Elijah’s ascent to heaven, when his student Elisha addresses him by saying “Oh father, oh father, the chariots of Israel and its horsemen” [note: 2 Kings 2:12], and the students are called by “son,” as is mentioned in the book of Isaiah: “And Shear-jashub, your son” [note: Is. 7:3], when he is his disciple.

[57]
There is no need to elaborate on the importance of “Chapters of the Fathers” among the Israelites, for many commentaries have been prepared, and at their forefront is that of the master, Abarbanel[footnoteRef:12] which teaches about divine morals. And the Israelites have had a custom of reciting its chapters in synagogue during the special Shabbat days between the holidays of Passover and Shavuot, with music and oral performance.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  One of the scholars of the Israelites. And he was a financier in Spain during the period of the persecutions, which was followed by the exodus of Israelites from Spain and their settlement in Ottoman countries, more than four hundred years ago.  ]  [13:  And they recite the first chapter on the first Shabbat, and the second on the second, and so forth. And in Egypt there is a book in the Arabic language, in Hebrew letters, attributed to Rabbi David Ha-nagid, the grandson of Rambam, which contains a commentary on “Chapters of the Fathers,” also recited in its blessed synagogues. And His Excellency, the generous, virtuous, Sir Baroukh Hannan — founder of the renowned Hannan Synagogue on Abbasid Street in Egypt — has printed it and corrected its formulation, and he has given me a copy of it. And I rely on it in many places in this composition of mine.    ] 


[58]
The Opening

We do not find a printed or written or translated edition of the book Pirkei Avot that is not issued with the following passage in the capacity of an Opening, whose recitation is obligatory before the recitation of each chapter of the chapters in this book. Similarly, when finishing all the chapters, it is obligatory to read the final passage at the end of the sixth chapter in the capacity of a Conclusion, as we will explain. And below is the text of the Opening.

All in Israel have a share in the world to come, as it says:[footnoteRef:14] And your people, all of them, are righteous, and they shall inherit the land forever, for they are the branch of my planting, the work of my hands, for glory.   [14:  The book of Isaiah. [Note: Is. 60:21]] 


And this passage is not counted in the number of individual topic bodies (mutūn) of this book, because it is in actuality a part of the first topic body with which is issued the eleventh chapter of the volume of Sanhedrin, which is one of the volumes of the fourth order of the orders of the Mishah.[footnoteRef:15] And it seems to me that it was inserted in the capacity of an introduction to Pirkei Avot during the era of the successive injustices and persecutions towards the Israelite nation, and especially during the Dark Ages, for it promises — to those oppressed and deprived of all human rights in this world — the bliss of another world in which they will have a share and privilege equal to their present hardship, and where they will experience ease from the oppression they suffer, due to their religion, in the form of miseries, afflictions and forced migrations. Thus, it was used as an Opening for all that follows it in the Mishnah, for the purpose of devotion.  [15:  See page 43 of this book, and the volume of Sanhedrin in the Babylonian Talmud. ] 


And I do not think that anyone who has familiarity with the Talmud could charge the Israelite religion with the accusation of a monopoly over the blessings of the world to come and eternal salvation — as claim people of the revealed scriptural religions, and even [59] the pagans who condemn their religion — for the Israelites have opened the gates of Heaven to all people, on the condition that they follow the ways of virtue and beneficence, and that they do not condemn the Mosaic religion. For this passage, which promises Israel with a share in the world to come, does not contradict the other passage mentioned in the Talmud, which says:

For everyone from among the nations of the world who has merit will have a share in the world to come.  

And the statement in the Opening, “All in Israel,” has the intent of granting the promised share to all those who are deserving — due to their good deeds, correct intentions, and righteous ethics — of the description “Israel,” for it is no secret to one who has carefully inspected Scripture that the prophets of the Israelites have addressed their nation with the designation “Israel” in situations of encouragement, sympathy and praise, and with the designation “House of Jacob” or “Sons of Jacob” or “Jacob” in times of reprimand, rebuke, admonition, and threat. For the word “Israel” bears a meaning similar to “angel,” and the word “Jacob” is taken from the word “heel,” as is no secret to one who has read the story of Jacob in the book of Genesis, and to one who knows the intended meaning of this expression, “An Israelite does not act dishonestly,” which is mentioned repeatedly in the Gospels. 

And here is what we have selected from the explanation of the scholar Rabbi Mendel Kohen, who commented on this introduction:

It is customary that we say this opening before every chapter of the Chapters of the Fathers, whose recitation is set, one chapter at a time, during the six sabbaths that occur between the Festival of Passover and the Festival of Weeks (Shavuot). 

And the reason for dividing these chapters over these sabbaths is the abundance of what it contains in terms of commandments of beneficence, prohibitions of the reprehensible — in order to correct what is crooked in public morals — and preparation for the celebration of the commemoration of the Torah’s revelation to their ancestors during the Festival of Weeks.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  And this custom is comparable to spiritual devotions of the Christians.  ] 


[60]     

And the reason for mentioning this Opening before every chapter is to reassure the minds of Israelite believers who may be alarmed by the responsibility to which they are supposed to accustom themselves, due to the new commandments and prohibitions which these chapters contain — these being in addition to the commandments and prohibitions that are found in the Torah — especially after the opinion of the scholar Reish Lakish[footnoteRef:17] became decided in their minds, and it said that the Israelite does not obtain a share in the world to come unless he fulfills all the divine commandments without missing one of them. So they complained that their leaders, in generating new commandments and rules, had increased the difficulty of salvation. Thus they imposed upon them the recitation of this Opening, in order to establish that everyone deserving of the name “Israel,” due to his good behavior and his undertaking commendable actions — which is mentioned in this chapter — necessarily receives the blessings of the world to come.  [17:  One of the leaders of the Talmud; and the words attributed to him here involve a dispute that occurred between him and one of the leaders on the question of eternal salvation. And Reish Lakish said that there is no salvation for an Israelite who does not fulfill all the deeds commanded upon him, while the other said that fulfilling one commandment together with faith is sufficient for his salvation, combining between faith and deeds with all possible effort. ] 


And the reason for mentioning, at the beginning of the first chapter, that Moses received the Torah, is for the guidance of those seeking the ways of eternal salvation, for the leaders had discussed the proper way to salvation, and they had agreed upon the opinion of Habakkuk the prophet who said “And the virtuous will live by his faith,”[footnoteRef:18] and so they opened the Chapters of the Fathers with the statement that “Moses received the Torah” to point out that the basis of redemptive faith is faith in the truth of revelation unto Moses from heaven, for it was decided among the leaders that there is no salvation for anyone among the Israelites who does not believe in revelation from heaven.  [18:  Hab. 2:4, and its meaning is eternal life. ] 


And if you contemplate what we have mentioned, you will find that there are links between the Opening and the first Mishnah, and between this and the rest of the individual topic bodies. For the leaders have said: everyone who believes in the revelation from heaven and travels on the path of the righteous, referenced by the principles of this text, is in that case deserving of the name “Israel,” and he receives a share of blessings.  

[61]

Chapter One

The First Mishnah

Moses received the Torah from Sinai and he transmitted it to Joshua. And Joshua to the elders. And the elders to the prophets. And the prophets transmitted it to the men of the Great Assembly. And three teachings are transmitted from them. Be patient in justice. And raise many disciples. And make a fence for the Torah.

Moses received the Torah from Sinai: It places mention of Moses first in the sentence, out of honor of his achieving the merit that qualified him for receiving the Torah. Then it mentions Sinai, in honor of it, for it was the cradle of revelation, despite its low height in relation to neighboring mountains. And the leaders said that Moses obtained the honor of prophecy because of his humility, as the Torah confirms.[footnoteRef:19] And revelation descended upon Sinai because of its lack of haughtiness in height, as King David indicates in his Psalms.[footnoteRef:20] And it says “Moses received the Torah” and does not say that God transmitted it to him, as it says in the next phrase (“and he transmitted it to Joshua”), because here the transmission is meaningful for something received from the hand of the sender into the hand of the recipient either because of death or retirement; but these things do not apply to divine rank, which in the consideration of the leaders involves eternal existence.  [19:  Num. 12:3.]  [20:  Ps. 68:9, 68:17.] 


And he transmitted it to Joshua: And he did not transmit it to his sons, or to his relatives, or to one of the leaders of the tribes and the great people of the nation. Rather, he transmitted it to one who was deserving to receive it, for his diligence and perseverance in learning in the Shrine, as it says about him in the Torah,[footnoteRef:21] for it is not possible to understand the Written Torah, with all its rules, orders, and prohibitions, [62] except after understanding what is said about it in its elucidations in the Oral Torah. And the one who perseveres in studying these elucidations is most suited for receiving them, and judging according to them, and teaching them, as it mentions in Scripture: “One who keeps a fig tree shall eat its fruit; one who serves his master will obtain honor.”[footnoteRef:22] [21:  Ex. 33:11.]  [22:  Prov. 27:18.] 


And Joshua to the elders: And the word “elders” means the Sages. And Joshua did not transmit the Torah to one person designated from among those Sages, who were equal in rank of merit, but he transmitted it to them together. They selected their leaders from among themselves, and they would entrust the leadership to one who was fit to lead the army[footnoteRef:23] and religious governance and public policy and administration of justice all at once, as was accomplished by Othniel son of Kenaz and those who succeeded him in every generation, until the period of the prophets. And national policy and religious leadership were in the care of that leader, whom Scripture designated with name Shofet, which means a judge and leader combined; and the government in that time was a theocratic republic.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  For the conquest had not been complete, although the division of the Promised Land among the tribes had transpired. This resembles the European states’ division of Africa in our times, which they do without actually occupying every thing that has been allocated to them.    ]  [24:  I.e., priestly rule. ] 


And the elders to the prophets: The prophets, in the tradition of the Talmud, are those people who reach a divine position with their thoughts. And during his revelation, the face of each of them is like a radiant lamp, and he is almost like a heavenly angel on whom divine prestige is descending. But he would not invent additional rules through his revelations, and the principles revealed to him are not enacted as law, for the Torah was transmitted to the Israelites in order that they would no longer need divine revelation, in accordance to what is mentioned in the book of Moses: “It is not in the heavens, that you should say, ‘Who will go up for us to the heavens and get it for us.’”[footnoteRef:25] And the prophets did not receive the Oral Torah due to their prophecy, but only due to their eminent intellectual rank. And the evidence for this is that they did not commit themselves to preserving it for the Holy Spirit, but rather for study and perseverance.  [25:  Deut. 30:11-14.] 


[63] And the prophets transmitted it to the men of the Great Assembly. And they are the last of the prophets, those who were around during the days of Babylonian captivity, after the destruction of the first Temple, as you have seen. And receiving the traditions were the prophets Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi, together with the rest of the one hundred and twenty scholars, from whom the Great Assembly was composed. And they were designated with this name for reasons which we have mentioned. 

And three teachings are transmitted from them: They would repeat them more than their other teachings, as they were among the pillars for preserving the law. And it shows us that these three teachings are oriented towards three classes in the nation, and they are the class of the rulers and judges; the class of Sages and teachers; and the class of the common people. And they said:

Be patient in justice: For the judges. And the reason for mentioning this teaching only during the period of the Great Assembly is because the people of the Great Assembly saw that the prestige of the administration of justice had diminished, and those bringing accusations to court and their witnesses began sometimes to have the audacity to lie and falsify and distort the facts, something whose boldness they had previously feared, in dread of the earlier judges, who were prophets and from the court hall that was part of Solomon’s Temple. And the Sages of the Great Assembly observed, affirming this issue in the minds of the judges, in order that they take great pains in investigating the cases presented to them. And they agreed to examine the facts and judgments in justice.   

And raise many disciples: This teaching is oriented towards the teachers. And what is intended with it is the universalization of teaching; and avoiding the rejecting of students, whatever their societal or intellectual rank may be; and avoiding resembling the priests of Egypt and Babylonia, who only accepted pupils after long examinations and terrifying experiences, in order to exclude from educational circles whomever was not excellent in terms of high achievement, intellect and distinguished origin. And Hillel the Elder had said: “Teach all people. One hundred, in order that ten of them succeed. And then out the ten in order to select from them two, for you do not know who from among them will have the capacity.” And it is told about Hillel the Elder that one day he entered his circle of students and he asked his students: “Are you now all present?” And they answered, “Yes.” But one of the students said: “We are all present except the little one among us.” And Hillel said, “Wait until [64] that little one is present, for he will one day become the leader of the nation.” And the one who was absent was Rabban Johanan ben Zakkai, whom we have mentioned on page 35. And it is told about Rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah that when he was elected to teach, he allowed anyone who wanted to learn to enter freely into his circle of students, contradicting Rabban Gamaliel, who would openly declare his unwillingness to accept among his students anyone who did not have pure intentions,[footnoteRef:26] and Rabbi Eleazar opposed the decision of Rabban Gamaliel with his saying: “A person must learn, and it improves action, even if it is without faith; for a day must come on which his actions will be tied together to his faith.”[footnoteRef:27] And with that the number of students increased, and on the same day in which the saying of Rabbi Eleazar spread, four hundred new students entered into his circle of students, other than the students who usually attended it.  [26:  He means his interior, as his exterior. [not 100% sure on this note]]  [27:  And here is the difference between the teachings of the Asians and the teachings of the revealed scriptural religions. ] 


And the men of the Great Assembly observed the indolence of the people of their times in seeking knowledge, so they ordered the teachers not to place obstacles on the students’ paths, in order to increase the number of students. And based on their order, some of the teachers said: “If you have taught students during the days of your youth, you must teach other ones during the days of your old age.” 

And make a fence for the Torah: Keep the regulations that were placed in order to distance people from sin, in order that they do not fall into it, such as: stopping to work late in the afternoon on Fridays,[footnoteRef:28] in order not to work after the start of the Sabbath; and avoiding to touch the hand of a menstruating women, and eating from the same plate as her, to avoid approaching her, which is forbidden in the Torah.  [28:  And this is what is known as tosefet mi-ḥol al ha-kodesh, i.e., adding from the profane to the holy. ] 


[65]
The Second Mishnah

Simeon the Just.[footnoteRef:29] He was among the last of the Great Assembly. And it is transmitted from him that the world stands on three things: knowledge, worship and beneficence.  [29:  And he is Simeon the High Priest. And his father was Joshua, one of the companions of Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel, the first Jewish governor after the Babylonian exile; and his grandfather was Jehozadak, who was the High Priest during the final days of the First Temple, during the period of Zedekiah, the last king of Judah. (See page 24.)
] 


Simeon the Just: He was called “just” due to his piety, his good conduct, and because of noble deeds attributed to him. And during his days the conquests of Alexander the Macedonian occurred, and when he conquered Syria, a delegation of Cuthites, enemies of the Jews, came to him, and they spoke to him positively about conquering Judea and destroying the Temple in Jerusalem in order to consolidate his authority over the country. So Alexander and his army went towards the borders of the country of the Israelites, but Simeon the Just, in his formal garb, went out towards [Alexander], surrounded by eighty young men of the priesthood, wearing their priestly clothes. And when he met with Alexander, this conqueror bowed before him, prostrating submissively, and asking his needs. So [Simeon] asked that he depart from the country of the Jews, without war. And [Alexander] promised him that, and then he turned to the commanders of his army, and he said to them: “Do not be amazed by my submission to this elder, for his image always used to appear before me during my conquests, before having met him, and it lead me to brilliant victory and clear conquest.” Then [Alexander], unarmed, visited the Temple, and Simeon read him the prophecy of Daniel, and he regarded it as a good omen. And [Alexander] presented precious gifts to the Temple, and he asked that they place a statue of him outside the Temple, as a memorial to his visit there. But Simeon refused this suggestion of his due to its incompatibility with Israelite law. And [Simeon] said to him: “I will establish for you an everlasting memorial greater than a statue, and it is that I am ordering all boys born to all priests 
[66] during the course of this year be named with your name, and that from now and forward official contracts be dated with a new dating system, thus reminding the nation of your visit to its Temple, and your departure from it, without infringing upon its dignity.”[footnoteRef:30] And Alexander was pleased with that, and he departed from Judea, preserving its internal independence, which it had had during the Persian era. [30:  And in the Talmud this dating system is known as the dating of contracts. And all contracts were dated as such: on so-and-so day of so-and-so month in the year so-and-so of Alexander. And this dating system remained current among the Israelites until after the destruction of the Second Temple. And the first year of this dating system corresponds to the year 3448 of creation.  ] 


He was among the last of the Great Assembly: For he was a contemporary of the one hundred and twenty scholars from whom was formed the Great Assembly, and he took over from them. And he assumed the high priesthood after Ezra the Scribe, during the lives of many of the members of that Assembly. And he is considered among the last of them due to the abundance of his knowledge.[footnoteRef:31]  [31:  And it is said that Aristobulus the Greek philosopher was an admirer of the knowledge of Simeon the Just, and he mentions many of his sayings, openly quoting from him, saying “And the Priest Simeon has said to me etc…” ] 


And it is transmitted from him that the world stands on three things: He wants to say that God created the world in order for mankind to carry out the three things listed, which are based on what is mentioned in the book of Jeremiah (chapter 36).

Knowledge: And it includes the books of Moses, the written and the transmitted [i.e., oral], and the practice of studying them and teaching them to others. And on this basis the Israelites used to glorify the value of knowledge and scholars, such that some of them said: “The rank of scholar is higher than the rank of prophet, for prophecy is a divine gift, whereas knowledge is achieved only through effort and diligence.” And some of them said: “The illiterate does not share in the world to come.” And some of them said: “The scholar who gives of his knowledge reluctantly and does not teach people is like a thief [67] on the Day of Judgment.”

And worship: And it refers to the burnt offerings during the existence of the Temple, or that which replaces them in the case of the Temple’s non-existence, such as feeding the hungry, sharing a table with the poor, and distributing alms to the needy in secret, and especially to those close to them.

And beneficence: And acts of beneficence includes charity to the destitute, helping people with their funerals and weddings, and being involved with burying the dead and consoling mourners. 

And the reason for Simeon the Just’s establishing this instruction in the minds of his listeners, despite its details being mentioned repeatedly in Scripture, is to loosen the nationalistic ties between his contemporaries and their finding the essence of commandments and Mosaic refinement in the laws of Greece. So this rabbi has reminded them that religious law does not include only basic teachings whose observance is governed by the mind and conscience, but that there are other teachings and perfections that it is impossible to follow or understand without study and the performance of righteous deeds, which the Torah orders. 

The Third Mishnah

Antigonus, a man of Socho. He received from Simeon the Just. And from him this statement was transmitted: Do not be like servants who serve their master in order to obtain a reward, but rather be like servants who serve their master without a goal. And let the fear of God be planted in your eyes. 

Antigonus, a man of Socho: It is a city located within the borders of the land of the tribe of Judah. 

He received from Simeon the Just: He was the first of the Sages of the Mishnah, as we have mentioned in the introduction.

And from him this statement was transmitted: Significantly more than this was transmitted about him, but he [68] always used to repeat this saying, for the following reasons:
Do not be like servants who serve their master in order to obtain a reward etc.: This commandment refers to the necessity of serving the creator not out of desire for receiving an award, but rather out of thanks to him for his continuous grace, and out of love of him. 

And let the fear of God be planted in your eyes: It is advisable that we translate this last phrase as you see, for it is most understandable, though its literal translation is as such: “And let the fear of heaven be upon you.” And it is also possible to translate it as such: “And let the awe of heaven be upon you.” And we do not mention these two translations to no avail, but rather with the intention to point to explanations mentioned in the various commentaries. For they have gone too far, to the extent that some of them have said that Antigonus intends his statement to mean that the leaders of faith and deeds should fear heaven itself, such that when they want they can, like Elijah,[footnoteRef:32] block the rains; or they can pray for rain during its absence, like Honi ha-M’agel,[footnoteRef:33] who came out with his people during the time of rain’s absence and drew a circle on the ground, entering it and then reprimanding the sky over its purity, and threatening not to pass outside the circle until it rained upon the earth. And all these unsophisticated traditions are for naive believers who do not understand natural laws, which do not change as a result of prayers and supplications, just as vertical mountains do not move due to [note: unclear to me what this word means] faith. [32:  See the story of Elijah and Ahab in the book of Kings.]  [33:  I.e., the circle drawer, who is mentioned repeatedly in the Talmud. ] 


[69]
The Fourth Mishnah

Jose son of Joezer, a man of Zeredah, and Jose son of Johanan, a man of Jerusalem, received from him. Jose son of Joezer said: Let your house be a place of meeting for the Sages, and cover yourself with the dust of their feet, and drink their words with thirst.

Jose etc.: These two leaders, who would gather in their assembly, were guardians of the nation and its jurists, increasing them in knowledge and jurisprudence. And they were called grape clusters of the religion.
 
Jose son of Joezer said: Let your house be a place of meeting for the Sages: If you have not received knowledge when you were young, then love your children and your neighbors’ children and be a good example for them, glorifying the value of knowledge. 

And cover yourself with the dust of their feet: i.e., sit in their company, but lower than their assembly. Arise to serve them yourself. And when you accompany them, do not advance ahead of them on the path, but rather walk humbly after them, as Elisha walked behind his teacher Elijah.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  See the book of 2 Chronicles. ] 


And drink their words with thirst: i.e., that you should not object to their teachings, and you should not become exasperated with their difficulty, until it becomes the day on which you are able to reach the level of understanding.[footnoteRef:35]  [35:  And in the Talmud there is mention of a number of harsh decrees against students who dared to object to their teachers during the lesson, such that it is said that Eli the Priest almost put an end to his student Samuel for such a reason, were it not for the intercession of his mother, Hannah. However, this account is not confirmed in the history. ] 


[70]    
The Fifth Mishnah

Jose son of Johanan said: Let your house be wide-open and spacious, and let the poor be as members of your house. And do not engage in much discussion with women, and especially with the wife of your neighbor. The leaders relied on these words, and they said: whoever prolongs words with women harms himself and neglects study of the law, and his end is inheriting Gehenna. 

The meaning of this is apparent and there is no need to prolong explanation of it. For among the Israelites, women are in a lower position than men, such that Mosaic law itself does not burden them with religious duties as it burdens men. And it is said that the reason for this leader’s repetition of this teaching, such that he is quoted saying it in a special Mishnah, is that his brother would go to the king of Egypt once a year, during the years of the drought, seeking compassion and the granting of a delay for the Jews with regard to the collection of taxes, and in the court he met a Greek singer, and he fell in love with her. So his brother sought permission to marry her and he was summoned to [the king], who married him to his daughter, and she bore him Hyrcanus. 

The Sixth Mishnah

Joshua son of Perachiah and Nittai of Arbela received from them. Joshua son of Perachiah said: Adopt for yourself a teacher, and acquire for yourself a companion, and let your opinion of people be well-intentioned. 

Joshua son of Perachiah: Among his students was a man called Jesus the Nazarene, but he [71] is not Jesus son of Mary, leader of the Christian religious call. And this similarity of names caused confusion among some historians, who mixed up the aforementioned and acted haphazardly regarding their dates. And we have here briefly mentioned this mistake, and perhaps we shall return to it later on in detail, at the point when we mention the trial of the Messiah.

Nittai of Arbela: A native of the city of Erbil, and the scholar Rabbi Mendel Kohen has mentioned that it is close to the city of Safed, however we know that Erbil is the ancient city in the country of Assyria, famous for the great battle in which Alexander the conqueror prevailed over Darius, the Persian king, in the year 331 BCE.

Received from them: During the days of their leadership there occurred severe turmoil, and here are its causes. The Israelite nation had two sects within it: the sect of the Sadducees, who did not believe in resurrection and immortality of the soul, and who revered only the Five Books of Moses; and the sect of the Scribes, who believed in that which Jews believe to this day. And during the leadership of these two recipients, the king was Yannai [i.e., Alexander Jannaeus], who had seized the throne of the Israelite kingdom, as well as the position of High Priest. One day this king gathered together the great sages of the Scribes in his banquet hall, and while they were eating and drinking, the king rose up before them and addressed them, and he said: “You are the leaders of the nation, the guides of our age. I am but one of your followers. Your example befits guidance and is worthy of obedience and submission. [Not sure of the exact sense of the previous sentence.] So examine my past and my deeds, and judge as you will, such that if you find me to be crooked, I shall take the initiative, with your advice, to reform.” And everyone answered: “You are a virtuous king and a pure, upright priest. Stay as you are in terms of virtue and piety.” So the king’s mind was delighted, and his heart was in good spirits, except that the period of his happiness did not last long, for one of the outsiders, whose name was Eleazar son of Bouabra,[footnoteRef:36] stood before the king and he said [72] to him: “If you, o king, truly love justice, then be content with the kingship and leave the position of High Priest to the descendants of Aaron.” And the king became angry at his insolence, and he considered the Sages to be evil, and that it was they who charged this outsider with rebuking him. So he ordered his burning and massacred the Scribes and forced them to follow the doctrine of the Sadducees. Joshua son of Perachiah fled with Simeon ben Shetach, a relative of the king, to Alexandria, until the point at which the nation could not stand trying to understand the Mosaic commandments and how to do them, and they were forced to return to the traditions. So the king retrieved the Sages from Alexandria despite this. [36:  It is said that he was called by this name because of his defect. ] 


Joshua son of Perachiah said: Adopt for yourself a teacher: To be rightly guided by his opinion, in order that matters do not become confused for you for long. Seek guidance frequently when you have conflicting opinions and when you are new to the study of knowledge, the scope of your mind having not yet expanded to correctly understand the weak from the rotten. 

And acquire for yourself a companion: Seek help from his opinion when the teachings of your teacher become difficult and understanding the law becomes impossible for you. 
And let your opinion of people be well-intentioned: And it is said that this leader has repeated this teaching because he once acted charitably towards a beautiful widow, and one of the students accused him of having an underlying reason, that he only did that because the beauty of that woman affected him. And [the student] realized that by observing him. And he rebuked him, saying to him that it is indeed better for her that she not be exposed to depraved lust such as this. And since that time this teacher would repeat this teaching. 

[73]   
The Seventh Mishnah

Nittai of Arbela said: Keep a distance from an evil neighbor. And do not associate with the wicked. And do not give up all hope in retribution.

Keep a distance from an evil neighbor: Because his neighbor is injurious to him. And if you do not acquire material harm from him, it is no less that his morals will influence you, and your relatives. 

And do not associate with wicked: Even with the intention of reforming him. For the environment in which a man lives affects his emotions and his character, and it diverts them from the straight path, without his feeling; and accompanying the evil, if there is nothing in it other than repetition in witnessing of his misdeeds, is sufficiently harmful, for it weakens, among those who do it, the emotions of disgust and dislike for those misdeeds and evils. 

And some of them have said: “Do not associate with the wicked, for your salvation from their evil, your power from them, is upon you.” And another said in his epitome: “When in the accompanying of evil, there is nothing but the deception of others in your approval of his evils and sins, for in that there is sin that cannot be underestimated, for the religion commands us that we be good example for people, not a stumbling block on the way of naive and simple people.” 

And do not give up all hope in retribution: i.e., if you have seen an evildoer benefiting from the fruits of his misdeeds and evils, basking in his evils, do not despair and do not be disheartened in the pursuit of the ways of virtue, and in the pursuit of the ways of piety and charity, for Scripture promises reward for the good and punishment for the wicked evildoers. 
[74]     

The Eighth Mishnah

Judah son of Tabbai and Simeon son of Shetach received from the two of them. Judah son of Tabbai said: Do not place yourself in the position of the jurist. And when the litigants appear in your presence, let them be in your sight as guilty. And when they depart from before you, let them be in your sight as innocent, for they have been subject to the provisions of the law.

Judah son of Tabbai said: This statement of his is intended for the judges, members of the Sanhedrin and leaders of the academies, who were the leaders of the courts at the same time, as we have previously stated.

Do not place yourself in the position of the jurist: This phrase bears two meanings. 

First: “Do not place yourself, oh judge, in the place of the lawyers.” [Note: I suspect there might be Islamic legal terminology here ] And the meaning is a warning to the judges about suggesting the methods of the defense to the litigants, for it is not possible for a judge to act justly in his judgment if he is simultaneously the litigant and arbitrator. (From Rabbi Mendel and others.)

Second: “Do not place yourself, o judge, in the place of the legislator.” Rather, judge according to the text of the law, and beware of haughtiness, arrogance and high-handedness in opinion, lest you deceive yourself, considering yourself uniquely infallible in justice. (From Rabbi Judah Huna Jayyid.)
However, I find the second interpretation weaker than the first, for it denies the authority handed over to judges, for they sometimes judge according to their consciences when they see injustice in following the text of the law. 

And when the litigants appear in your presence: The literal translation is as follows: “And when [75] the masters of the law are standing before,” and in both formulations we find a reference to the obligation to respect the position of the judiciary and equality between the litigants. 

Let them be in your sight as guilty: Lest your judgment corrupt your respect for one of them. And you must overlook your previous knowledge of the litigants, and carefully observe them during the trial, as if one of them is trying to harm the other. And then, with care and precision, closely examine the statements of both of them until the aspect of truth becomes clear to you.

And because of this kings were excluded from personally attending trials if they had a dispute with some individual subject.

And when they depart from before you, etc. i.e., after the conclusion of the legal proceedings and the issuance of the ruling and the exit of the litigants from the trial, it is incumbent upon you, oh judge, that you later treat each of them as if he was truthful in his legal action, having told the truth in his statements. And do not despise one who did not prove his words during the trial, for it is possible that this happened to him due to his impotence in the methods of evidence; or due to the skill of his opponent; or due to his own deception during the legal action, despite his good will; or due to the weakness of human nature in matters related to advantage.

For they have been subject to the provisions of the law: And at that time they are equal to you in respect for its provisions.

[76]   
The Ninth Mishnah
Simeon son of Shetach said: Be thorough in investigation of witnesses. And be careful in your words with them, lest from them they learn to lie.

Simeon son of Shetach: He was the brother-in-law of Yannai, the king, whom the king spared when he ordered the killing of the Sages of Israel — after the incident of Eleazar son of Bouabra, which we have already mentioned  — out of deference to his sister, the queen. However, Simeon son of Shetach was forced to flee to Alexandria out of fear of traitors, who were undermining him before the king, without interruption. 

Be thorough in investigation of witnesses: Until their honesty is verified, lest their testimony be false. And it was mentioned in the Talmud that this leader had decreed the crucifixion of some corrupt women. And some evildoers had retaliated against them by testifying before Simeon son of Shetach with false testimony, and it was based on that that he decreed the execution and that the ruling was carried out. It later became clear to him that the testimony had been false, and he regretted what he had inadvertently done, with great remorse. Immediately he began to repeat this advice to his students. 

And be careful in your words with them: During discussion and investigation, lest they learn to lie from them. I.e., from your words, o, judge, with them forming their falsification in the form of the truth, such that you be deceived and issue a crooked judgment. 

[77]     
The Tenth Mishnah

Shemiah and Abtalon received from the two of them. Shemiah said: Be fond of work. And be hateful of sovereignty. And do not make yourself familiar with rulers. 

Shemiah and Abtalon received from the two of them: It is said that these two leaders were originally Assyrians, having then become Jews. And it is also said that they are from the lineage of Sennacherib, king of Assyria. And during their period there was a dispute between Hyrcanus and Aristobulus, descendants of the Maccabean house, over the royal throne. This dispute of theirs launched the Roman intervention in Judea and their occupation of it, which before that they had resisted for a long time, protected by the nationalism of the people and the bravery of its men, who were willing to risk their lives in the defense of the independence of their country and the defense of their sacred ground. And in the history of Josephus there is mention of the chivalry and bravery of the Hebrew fighters of that period.

Shemiah said: Be fond of work: Work hard so that you have your strength in the labor of your right hand. The invitation to work is mentioned repeatedly in the Talmud, when one of the leaders says “that whoever eats from the harvest of his hand is greater in standing, as far as God is concerned, than Abraham.” And another says: “Let your Sabbath be like ordinary days, and do not use your power as an excuse with people.” 

And those who know the extent of the Jews’ respect for the Sabbath realize the unexpected power of this last statement, for in its original homeland the Israelite nation was engaged in raising livestock and cultivating the land — and indifferent to trade, which during this era of the nation’s independence was [78] in the hands of individuals of the Canananites, such that [the Israelites] used the word “Canaanite” to describe traders. And in their books the prophets repeatedly criticize traders disapprovingly. And Isaiah said: [Note: apparently Hosea, 12:8] k’na’an b’yado moznei mirmah, and its translation is “Woe to the trader, in whose hands there are deceitful scales.” And when we now see individuals from the Israelite nation more inclined towards trade and monetary work, that is because of the intolerance of nations during the Middle Ages, who forced them to leave making a living in labor. Their ancestors found before themselves nothing except trade and being engaged in monetary work and trade. So they excelled in it, until it became a character trait in the nation that a successor received from his predecessor, by heredity. 

And be hateful of sovereignty: Since in it there are troubles and unrest. And it is possible to translate this phrase as such: “Be hateful of the position of the authorities,” since it has responsibility for the degeneration of the conscience and disturbing the purity of life.

And do not make yourself familiar with rulers: And it is also possible to translate it: “Do not allow the rulers to know your interior.” And in these two teachings there is indication of a warning to avoid the iniquities of the rulers during those bygone times, in which tyranny prevailed, especially after the ruling class became mixed with foreign elements from the Edomites, Greeks and Romans. 

[79]   
The Eleventh Mishnah

Abtalon said: Oh, sages, be careful with your words. Lest you become deserving of the conviction of exile and be banished to a place of putrid waters, from which will drink the students who follow you, and they will die. And the name of the Lord will be blasphemed. 

This sage speaks in a cautionary riddle for the sages: that they not get into political investigations — lest they be banished to a country not suitable for the customs and nature of the Israelite religion, where they acquire knowledge and deviate from their religion and their ancestors’ principles.

And another explanation is told, one that requires that this leader intends with his words to warn the teachers when they explain the law to adhere to a cautionary course in their statements, such that their interpretations and statements be true, not accepting an interpretation that is not the intended meaning, in the absence of the one who said it; for it happened that some with malicious intent falsely quoted the words of some of the teachers, and they used it for their purposes, relying on the fame and virtue of the one who said it. And their propaganda spread by this means, due to the absence of these teachers and the absence of anyone who could defend their statements.  
[80]   
The Twelfth Mishnah

Hillel and Shammai received from the two of them. Hillel said: Be among the students of Aaron, loving peace. And pursuing peace. And loving creatures. And interesting them in knowledge.

Be among the students of Aaron: i.e., behave modestly, like Aaron, who accepted being minister to his younger brother, and was in the forefront of those obedient to him.

Loving peace: And if you assign that emphasis during the thoughtlessness of youth and the impulsiveness of childhood.

And pursuing peace: i.e., pursue attempting as Aaron, in reconciling with those who want to quarrel and show hostility towards you, as Aaron did with Korah’s group, who were rebelling against him and his brother Moses, as is well-known from the Torah.[footnoteRef:37]   [37:  Num. 16.] 


And loving creatures: Without excluding foreigners, for otherwise he would have said: “loving your brothers” or “loving your fellow citizens,” as they say in places in which they want to specify individuals of the Israelite nation.

And interesting them in knowledge: Refer to what we have said in the introduction about the account of Hillel and the foreigner who wanted a lesson in the Torah and about becoming Jewish.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  See pages 31 and 32.] 

[81]  

The Thirteenth Mishnah
He also said: One who desires fame beyond what he deserves destroys his fame. And one who does not act carefully in preserving the law cuts himself off. And one who does not learn what he is able to learn deserves death. And one who seizes high positions undeservingly should be killed.

One who desires fame etc.: For a man must do his work, with all mastery possible, without immediately seeking to obtain fame, for those who seek fame ruin their merit, especially before their contemporaries. 

And one who does not act carefully: A set of rules are mentioned in the Torah involving the cutting off of sinful people, and it is a heavenly expulsion, not a physical ruling whose implementation is entrusted to the rulers and judges.

And one who does not learn deserves death: With this statement Hillel does not intend a death sentence upon one who does not love knowledge; rather, he refers to a deep-rooted principle in the minds of earlier and later leaders. And it is mentioned repeatedly in the Talmud that “the illiterate person is considered among the number of the dead even if he is alive.” And some of the Sages of the Talmd go too far and say: [Note: this following section was complicated; I think I have the sense, though] “It is permitted to split open the belly of an illiterate person, as one splits open the bellies of fish, even on the day of the Great Fast, when it occurs on the Sabbath.” And this is exaggeration and excess, obvious to those of intellect — and some of the opponents of the Talmud have employed this, with it flowing from their minds that it is a barbaric and savage law — for what is the obligation when the implementation of this rule is on a day, over the multiplicity of other days, in which the Israelite is restricted, his work prohibitions doubled.

And one who seizes etc. And in this statement there is sound wisdom, that which does not require [82] elaboration in interpretation. And it was carried out for thousands of years without it being created anew, and following it was a legal essence. And it was in effect until our days.
The Fourteenth Mishnah

He also said: If I do not rely on myself, on whom may I rely? And if I stand alone, what am I? And if I do not examine bettering myself now, when will I better myself? 

If I do not rely on myself, on whom may I rely: This statement comprises a digest of the history of the noble Hillel, who obtained leadership by relying on himself, as should become clear to you by reviewing his biography, which is described in the introduction.

And if I stand alone, what am I: This statement indicates the humility of its speaker, and his complete awareness of the proverb which says: “A person is little on his own, great with his brothers.”

And if I do not examine, etc.: i.e., a man must not ignore the commandment to better himself, for otherwise he postpones the good deeds that he could do on that day.

[83]  
The Fifteenth Mishnah

Shammai said: Dedicate fixed times for study. Speak little and do much. And receive creatures with a happy mien. 

Dedicate fixed times for study: i.e., you must study the laws that concern you. So if you are a trader, review the commandments, prohibitions and provisions related to carpentry. And if you are a farmer, review the provisions of tithes, terumah, orlah and the like. And if you are in the position of judge, then learn the laws of lawsuits, legal procedures, and the rules of marriage and divorce — to increase your knowledge of your obligations, and your study of jurisprudence of the laws — for there is an epidemic of abandoned knowledge. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]And it is also possible to translate this expression in the form of: “Make your law limited,” and in that case it is possible to interpret it as the scholar Rabbi Mendel interpreted it, quoting from some of the commentators: “Let your legal rulings and fatwas be limited; and deliver fatwas to other as you would deliver them to yourself; and do not regard as permissible that which is prohibited according to the doctrine of one leader, while then prohibiting it to others according to the doctrine of other leaders.”  

Speak little and do much: i.e., act right towards people, giving alms directly to the poor and the wretched, without promises or prior vows, for the reward for urgent charity is greater than the reward for charity in fulfillment of vows. And if you have vowed, then let the fulfillment be greater than the amount of the vow.

And some of them have interpreted this phrase in a simpler, more understandable way, and have said that [84] the leader Shammai intends with his statement to command his listener to do much charity without boasting about it.

And receive creatures with a happy mien: With this statement he opposed the previous statement of Hillel, which charged people with seeking peace. And he has said that that pursuit wastes the time of people, to no avail, and that it is better to remove the root cause of animosity by receiving people with a happy mien and kindness, whether they be seeking you or you be seeking them. 

And some of the commentators have expanded upon this statement, and they have said that Shammai intended the necessity of a happy mien towards the poor man, when giving him charity, for the value of the charity in that case is doubled, just as value is decreased when accompanied by frowning and injurious words. However, this meaning is encompassed under the previous statement more than this one. 

[85]   
The Sixteenth Mishnah

Rabban Gamaliel said: Acquire for yourself a Great One. And avoid doubt. And do not be excessive in the distribution of your property. 

Rabban Gamaliel said: He is Rabban Gamaliel the Elder son of Rabban Simeon son of Hillel the Elder. And he is the one who was exiled, with members of the Sanhedrin, to the city of Yibna, or Jabneh, forty years before the destruction of the Temple.

Acquire for yourself a Great One: Learn his views when necessary.

And avoid doubt: i.e., let your actions be unambiguous and your rulings clear when you are among ordinary people. Do not accept concealment when executing them, if you are in the position of administering justice or in the position of delivering fatwas. And this leader has shown this principle of his in the rulings he spoke about on the matters of marriage and divorce. It became decisive for many of the problems that were occurring, due to doubt at the time of executing the rulings, especially with regard to the issue of divorce by proxy, i.e., the sending of the contract of divorce with a deputized messenger. 

And do not be excessive in the distribution of your property: Even for charity. For this leader had ruled that it is not permissible for a man to exceed over one fifth of his income, except if he lives comfortably and his income, by a great deal, exceeds his expenses, which his position in the social organization demands. 

[86]  

The Seventeenth Mishnah

His son Simeon said: I have spent my years among the Sages, and I have not found anything more beneficial for man than silence. And the essence is not much study, but rather the essence is action. And anyone who speaks a great deal is not safe from sin.  

His son Simeon said: He is Rabban Simeon son of Gamaliel, whom Titus the Roman killed during the days of the destruction of the Second Temple.

I have spent my years among the Sages: He said this humbly, though he was leader of the Sages of his nation, and its guide.

And I have not found anything more beneficial for man than silence: Because speech was harmful for its speaker in those times, such that one of the leaders said: “If speech is of silver, then silence is of gold.”

And the essence is not much study: i.e., it is not sufficient for you, oh believer, to study the law in order to save yourself, but rather:

The essence is action: i.e., it is necessary for you to unite your faith and your knowledge with good, righteous deeds.

And anyone who speaks a great deal is not safe from sin: This statement was anticipated by the wise Solomon, who said in chapter ten of his book of Proverbs [Note: v. 19]: “With an abundance of words, sin is not rare.” 

[87]   
The Eighteenth Mishnah

Rabban Simeon son of Gamaliel said: The world stands on three things: on justice, on truth, and on peace, as it says in Scripture: truth and justice and peace you should put into your districts.
Rabban Simeon son of Gamaliel said: He was the father of Rabbeinu Ha-kadosh, who put the Mishnah to writing, as we have mentioned in the introduction.

The world stands on three things: Examine the words of Simeon the Just in the second Mishnah, and you will find that he said: “The world stands on three things: on knowledge (or the Law) and worship and beneficence.” And Rabban Simeon began with the same sense, though with different statements, and he said:

On justice: i.e., on the Law, which believers consider to be holy, that it amounts to a scale of justice and a dependable guide. 

And on truth: Whether in worship or in the treatment of people. And it is said repeatedly in the Talmud that its meaning is “the religion of conduct.”

And on peace: Among the most important of the known pillars (ʼarkān), as is well known.

As it says in Scripture: “Truth and justice and peace you should put into your districts,” and it is in the final part of chapter eight of the book of Zechariah [Note: Zech. 8:16]

[88]   

Conclusion of the First Chapter

Rabbi Hananiah son of Akashia said: God wanted to augment his nation, Israel, so He increased their commandments and laws, as it mentions in Scripture: God wanted, for the sake of augmenting his nation, to enhance the Law and exalt its importance. 

This mishnah is the last of the individual topic bodies (mutūn) of this book. And the Israelites deemed it fitting that they should conclude with it, both for the chapters of this book and for other chapters of religious books. And explanation of this will come at the end of the book.

The end of the first chapter. 


