
[89]
Chapter Two

Preface

It becomes clear to one who considers our introduction, and who reviews the previous chapter, that the statements passed down from the leaders are mentioned consecutively, according to the order of their times, and the dates of their receiving the leadership — whether collectively or whether individually — until the fifteenth mishnah; and that is the one that includes the statements of Shammai, the companion of Hillel in receiving the leadership, and his disputant with regard to judgments and rulings.

Then, after that, the sequence is interrupted, and therein are mentioned the statements passed down from the son of Hillel, and his grandson, and Rabban Simeon son of Gamaliel the Elder; and the mishnah of Hananiah son of Akashia, which is considered a conclusion for every chapter. 

And the sequence remains interrupted at the beginning of this chapter, for in it are mentioned the statements passed down from Rabbi Judah the Prince, and from his son, until the fifth mishah, which is the link corresponding to the interrupted link in the previous chapter; for this mishnah, together with those following it, until the eighth, includes the statements of Hillel and Shammai. As for the ninth mishnah and those after it, up until the end of the current chapter: they include what was passed down by the successor of Hillel and Shammai in the leadership, and he is Rabban Johanan son of Zakkai. Afterwards some of the words of his students, then what was passed down from each of them. 

[90]
The First Mishnah

Rabbi said: What is the straight path that it is proper for a man to choose? That which glorifies the one who follows it. And that which raises his position among the people. Be intent upon a light commandment, as on a grave one, for you do not know the value of the reward of the commandments. Reckon the loss of a commandment in addition to its reward, and the enjoyment of an offense in addition to its penalty. Contemplate three things and you will not come to the way of sin. Know what is above you: an eye that sees, and an ear that hears, and all your deeds are written in a book. 

Rabbi said: He is Rabbi Judah ha-nasi, i.e., the Prince — who put the mishnah to writing — known as rabbi, i.e., my master, and rabbeinu ha-kadosh, i.e., our holy master.

What is the straight path that it is proper for a man to choose: It is also possible to translate this phrase as such: “What is the straight path that a man must pursue.” This latter meaning is mentioned in the books of some of the commentators, however we prefer the translation set in the main body of this text, for it is closer to the principle of personal freedom about which the leaders of the Talmud, and the books of Moses themselves, speak. And both meanings are correct, for the Hebrew phrase allows both alike. 

That which glorifies the one who follows it: The intention here is heavenly glory and future award, which the leaders of the Talmud promise to one who performs good acts and follows the duties of the law, for Scripture does not speak clearly about the afterworld, especially after their return from the Babylonian captivity, with the clarity of the Talmuds; for in the Torah you find corporal reward and punishment, such as when it says, for example, “honor your father and your mother in order that [91] you lengthen your life on the earth,” and after the commandment to fast on the Day of Atonement it says that every person who does not fast on that day will be cut off from the midst of the people, i.e., that one who does not fast will have a short life. (See page 82.)

And that which raises his position among the people: For he will then be influential for all who have truth in his truth, fulfilling the duties which the Law imposes on every individual, in relation to human society. 

Be intent on a light commandment: From among the religious duties mentioned in the Law, such as prayer, for example, which it is not a big bother to perform. 

As on a grave one: That which costs you much trouble and financial expense, such as making a tabernacle for the Festival of Tabernacles; redeeming the first born of livestock; and the circumcision of male children, and the like. And it is as though he has said that attending to easy duties is an obligation — as is attending to duties that demand fatigue, expense and stress on the emotions of the heart.  

For you do not know the value of the reward of the commandments: Because the Torah does not always mention the reward of each duty. And it is perhaps possible that you will be rewarded more for a duty that you carried out without fatigue than you will be rewarded for a duty that cost you great effort and much money. And for illustration, we will here mention the example that some of the leaders gave for explaining this issue. He said:   

He reported that one of the dignitaries ordered some of the workers to plant an orchard for him. In order to fulfill the conditions of orchards, some of them planted precious trees bearing delicious fruits; and some of them a few beautiful flowering plants; and some of them a few fresh herbs. And when they had finished the work, he rewarded each of them according to how his work delighted him, irrespective of the labor that the worker took pains to undertake. 

[92]
Reckon the loss of a commandment: In terms of time, money, exertion and pain.

In addition to its reward: Coming in the next world. 
And the enjoyment of an offense: That you achieve at the time of committing it. 

In addition to its penalty: In the time of judgement. 

Contemplate three things and you will not come to the way of sin: He did not say to sin, believing that contemplations such as this do not deter the carnal appetite, not to speak of actual perpetration. 

Know what is above you: i.e., the honorable God is observing your deeds.

An eye that sees, and an ear that hears: This observation is made corporeal in order to facilitate for the understanding of the listener, to establish for him awareness of his Creator over all his actions. And expressions such as the finger of God, the hand of God, and the eye of God, and the like, are mentioned repeatedly in Scripture. 

And all your deeds are written in a book: And some of them have corporealized this thought to the extent that it is said that every evening the human spirit ascends to God’s throne and writes with its right hand what it has perpetrated, or done well, on that day. And some of them have gone too far and said: that for every sin which a man has perpetrated in this world, the devil (šayṭan) can be found ascending before God’s chair, always shouting: “I created the sin of so-and-so, son of so-and-so, who committed it on day so-and-so.”

And the speakers of all these statements should be excused, for they were merely addressing the people of that distant era, those contemporary to them. And each of us knows what it was like for human beings in that distant time, in terms of roughness of character and harshness of discernment. 

[93]
The Second Mishnah
Rabban Gamaliel, the son of Rabbi Judah the Prince, said: how beautiful is the study of the Law when it is combined with decency and good manners, for practice of the two distracts one from sin. And all study unaccompanied by an occupation is worthless and causes sin. And everyone who takes upon himself the labor of the community should labor in it for the purpose of God; for the dignity of their ancestors helps them, and their piety lasts forever. As for you, he will credit you with great reward, as if you have done it. 

How beautiful is the study of the Law: That to which some people give themselves exclusively, without devoting themselves to anything else, in accordance with the commandment mentioned repeatedly in Scripture, which requires people to dedicate themselves to the rules of the Law, night and day. 

When it is combined with decency and good manners: Which require a man to sit in the company of people and associate with them in times of social interaction and community relations. And it is as though he says that exclusive devotion to study of the Law as a substitute for fulfilling the duties of decency and good manners, imposed towards the rest of human beings, is legally reprehensible, something for which its doer is not rewarded.  

For practice of the two: Study, as well as decency in association and partnership with people, especially those close to them, in their wedding parties and funerals. 

Distracts one from sin: The idea being that it most easily averts a man from lusts when he is at that time preoccupied with people, as opposed to being alone, when bestial lusts tempt him to sins and reprehensible acts. 

[94]
And all study unaccompanied by an occupation: A man is able to acquire his everyday necessities, and do without people.  

Is worthless: There is no benefit from it for its doer and for people. 

And causes sin: For poverty and need might propel the perpetration of things forbidden and vices. And the person might not be virtuous, his will power not seducing his need and turning him away from the path of honor and virtue. 

And everyone who takes upon himself the labor of the community: Like collecting charity and distributing it, managing endowments, religious leadership, the judiciary, and leadership of charitable organizations, and the like.

Should labor in it for the purpose of God: i.e., for free, without the compensation of wages. And therefore it was stipulated on students of the Law that they learn a practical profession in order to make a living. And repeatedly in the Talmud it is mentioned that the spiritual leaders had an aversion to receiving wages for their work. So how can there be those among them who have scruples about the purpose of every beneficial charitable project, when he has no benefit from it, like those who resisted us secretly and openly in publishing this book, [note: special phrase?]   They demolish with their hands what they claim to support with their language, and what they do is dreadful.

And some of them objected and said: If the people entrusted with the business of the public are poor, then where do they make a living? And the leaders answered: It is more appropriate for those entrusted that they have another profession for making a living, but if they do not have a profession, then grant wages by way of charity, as the poor are treated, who are allowed to live from the charity house. 

For the dignity of their ancestors: i.e., the forefathers of the Israelite nation, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, [95] and the Prophets.

Helps them: The pronoun refers back to those doing the business of the community. 

And their piety lasts forever: i.e., that the beneficial charitable works that those involved are doing for free will immortalize them in the World to Come.  

As for you: Here the leader addresses those involved in the work, saying to them: And you are unable to feed the poor and help the orphan and support the widow from your private money, because you spend the time, which others spend on earning and making a living, in business from which you do not derive material benefit allowing you to be charitable as the rich, and the rest of those making a living abundantly.

He will credit you: God.

With great reward, as if you have done it: As though he did [note: unclear word] philanthropy and charity. And as though you yourselves were the ones giving charity with the funds that you took care to gather and distribute. 

[96]
The Third Mishnah

Be careful of the rulers. For they do not get close to a person except for their personal purposes. They seem like friends in the time when it is to their benefit. But they do not stand with a person in the hour of his distress. 

Be careful of the rulers: i.e., steer clear of pursuing rulers and befriending them. 

For they do not get close to a person: Merely for friendship and fellowship. 

Except for their personal purposes: The one to whom they get close is used, wary of his evil if they fear his power or might. 

They seem like friends: And they are not friends, especially in that era of tyranny and absolute rule. 

In the time when it is to their benefit: From those towards whom they get close.  

But they do not stand with a person in the hour of his distress: They look down upon him, believing that he was created to serve them. 

And some of them have translated the word rashut, which we have translated with the word “the rulers,” with another translation, more improbable that our translation, and it is “the allowed” i.e., “the permissible.” And it is said that Rabban Gamaliel intended to warn people of the sanctuary, such that one should not penetrate into it a great deal. And at that time the meaning changed perceptibly, which is well known to the reader of the verse. 

[98]
The Fifth Mishnah

Hillel said: Do not separate yourself from the community. And do not trust in yourself until the day of your death. And do not judge your fellow until you have reached his place. And do not say what is not allowed to be heard, because there is no escape of its becoming known. And do not say “I will learn when I am finished with my work,” for perhaps you will not become finished with it. 

Hillel said: He is Hillel, the companion of Shammai in receiving the leadership, whose transmitted traditions are mentioned in the first chapter, in the second, the third and the fourteenth mishnahs. 

Do not separate yourself from the community: i.e., you must be on the same level as the people in your behavior. And some of them have interpreted that what is meant is prayer, and that with this commandment Hillel intended for the worshiper to follow the outloud prayer of the worshipers in the synagogue, and not to be separate in prayer. And if he attends the synagogue after the congregation begins their prayer, then it is obligatory in circumstances such as these to pray with them from the part to which they have reached until the end of the prayer, after which he must pray alone the part which he missed. 

And some of them have explained it as general charitable contributions, i.e., that there is an obligation on the individual to conform to others in charitable ventures and to contribute with the community, even if he does not believe in the need towards which they are aspiring. 

And do not trust in yourself until the day of your death: i.e., do not be happy with yourself about your affluence and prosperity until you die happy and wealthy. And this statement of Hillel resembles what the Greek sage Solon said to Croesus (the king famous in the history of Greece for the abundance of his wealth, such that he [99] continues to be an example with Europeans, and with us as “Qarun”) when [the king] asked him: “Who is the most happy of men?” And [Solon] said to him, those other than [the king]. And he was displeased by this. And Solon said to him that a man is not considered happy except when he dies happy. Then after that the Persian king attacked him and defeated him and took him captive. Then he ordered him to be killed. And while he was going to the cloth of execution, he shouted, “Solon! Solon!” And the Persian king heard him and asked him the meaning of his shout, and he forgave him. And the story is famous. 

And some have interpreted this sentence from another religious point of view. And they have said about the human that he should not trust in his own salvation and eternal redemption as long as he is alive, for it is possible that the devil (šayṭān) could bring him down with a fatal sin, losing for him the reward for all he has done in terms of good deeds. So this leader wanted to warn the believers about self-deception, so that they would not stop doing good deeds as long as they have in themselves the breath of life, with an aim of achieving salvation of the soul and eternal glory, despite the temptation of the devil (ʼiblīs).
 
And do not judge your fellow until you have reached his place: i.e., do not judge a person before you hear his defense. For it is possible that when he informs you, it is a credible excuse or lawful reason. For how many cases are there in which evidence is available that proves the offense of the one accused, yet that accused one refutes it with certain evidence when he attends his trial? And the story of Dreyfus and the mistake of the military court in judging him based on documents he did not see happened recently, and its events are still in the minds of the public. 

And it is also possible to translate this phrase in this form: “And do not judge your fellow until you come to be in his circumstances.” And these are apt words that prompt us to excuse many among those whom we criticize [100] for things we might do, too, were we in their circumstances.
 
And do not say: What is disreputable or trivial and thoughtless or produces anger and wrath. 

What is not allowed to be heard: For it is not appropriate for you. And do not be hasty then in your words, being misled that they will stay hidden. Rather, be cautious in your speech. 

Because there is no escape of its becoming known: And its spread harms you. 

And do not say “I will learn when I am finished with my work”: i.e., do not make achieving knowledge a secondary matter that you do not think about except after your finishing of your work. Rather, you must, from your time, set aside a special time for educating your mind, training your intellect, and studying your religious and civil duties, as specified in the books of law.

And know that study and reading are among the Israelite religious duties on whose performance personal salvation rests. And when he has achieved knowledge that qualifies him to teach others, it is among his religious obligations, then, that he allocate time for teaching, at least on days of rest and inactivity from work, such as Sabbaths and holidays. And the leaders said that the scholar who does not teach is, in the view of God, like a thief on the Day of Judgment. 

For perhaps you will not become finished with it: For your labors could take up all your time, such that there will not remain for you time to achieve knowledge and study of the Law. 
[101]

The Sixth Mishnah

He also said: The uneducated person is not fearful of sin. And the commoner does not have grace. The shy person cannot learn. And the irascible person cannot teach. And everyone who does much business will not become wise. (And he also said:) In places where there are no men, strive to be a man.  

He also said: i.e., Hillel the Elder, author of the previous mishnah and the addendum. 

The uneducated person is not fearful of sin: Due to his ignorance of the commandments and prohibitions mentioned in the Torah. And he sins without his knowing, and he commits sins without his knowing that he sins. 

And the commoner does not have grace: Because if he had grace, he would not be a commoner, based on what is mentioned in the previous mishnah regarding knowledge and teaching.

The shy person cannot learn: Because he desists from questions, out of shyness, and he misses the advantages from which he could benefit, were he to dare ask his teacher about everything for which his understanding troubles him in the lessons in which he was present.  

And the irascible person cannot teach: Because the teacher must be forbearing, broad-minded, and highly patient. For the irascible, hot-headed teacher does not have patience for repeating the explanations and details for anyone among the students who does not understand his lesson. And the students themselves, when they sense their teacher’s wrath and quickness to anger, refrain from asking him about what might be difficult for them from his sayings, out of fear of being exposed to his anger. 

And everyone who does much business will not become wise: Because his many labors distract him [102] from study and reading, which enlighten the mind and educate the intellect and lead people to acquire wisdom.

And he also said: These two words do not appear in the original Hebrew, and we have placed them in the translation, in parentheses, because we saw the necessity of putting them in order to link what comes after them with the words that precede them.

In places where there are no men: Either for lack of qualification or lack of motivation. 

Strive to be a man:  i.e., have the audacity to take responsibility on your shoulders, if you see in yourself the capacity to do the work. Do not abstain as others abstain, other men who hesitate. And if there are those for whom he is waiting due to their age and social rank, those with seniority in service whose work you see as necessary, it should not be an excuse to delay for those with determination, capacity and competence. And with these principles, Hillel reached the leadership (riʼāsa) and the leadership (ʼimāma), despite his having emigrated and his poverty. And he was daringly brave, strong-willed, and at the same time patient and generous. (See the summary of his history in the introduction.) 

[103]
The Seventh Mishnah

He also saw a skull floating on the face of the water. And he said to it: your drowning is because you drowned [others.] And the one who drowned you will be drowned. 

i.e., Hillel the Elder saw the head of a dead man, and he was affected by its appearance, and he said what he said. 

As for the meaning of this mishnah, it is apparent that it does not need a long explanation. For Hillel wanted to say that misfortunes are expiation for sins. And that a consequence of injustice is punishment. And that the retribution of justice is according to the kind of act. 

However, some of the commentators acted haphazardly in explaining this mishnah, trying to extract from its plain words many meanings, and they deviated from the correct way in stages, until they came to say that Hillel the Elder is Moses son of Amram, and that the skull spoken of here is the skull of Pharaoh! 

And I do not know on whom I should cast the responsibility of this strange confusion and enormous madness. On Rabbeinu David Ha-naggid, to whom these explanations have been attributed? Or on the scribes who transmitted his book, or on Sir Hannan who printed it? Or on that teacher who sanctioned that printing with his resounding, celebratory introduction, fixed at the beginning of the book, after the noble titles and the broad, lengthy epithets that he attributed to himself? 

[104]
The Eighth Mishnah

And he also said: One who increases flesh increases worms. One who increases property increases anxiety. One who increases women increases witchcraft. One who increases female servants increases fornication. One who increases male servants increases looting. One who increases study of the Law increases the length of his life. One who increases the frequency of the role of study increases wisdom. One who increases counsel increases rightness. One who increases charity increases peace. (And he also said:) One who has acquired a good name has acquired it for himself. He who has acquired the Law has acquired salvation in the World to Come.

One who increases flesh increases worms: i.e., one who increases his corpulence increases his maggots after death. And Hillel’s intent with this phrase is to deter people from excess in seeking pleasure in food and drink. 

One who increases property increases anxiety: As his problems and issues increase with the abundance of his employees and associations, as is well known.

One who increases women increases witchcraft: The intent here is polygamy, because it was previously permissible for Israelites to take women as the Qurʼān permits for Muslims, until some of the leaders put an end to that. The general population of the nation did not follow it, for until today there exist many places where it is still permissible for an Israelite to marry two or three or four. As for what is meant by this phrase, it is apparent that it does not need clarification. 

[105]

One who increases female servants increases fornication: For the degradation of servitude diminishes the soul and weakens self-esteem, which protect honor from submission to bestial desires.

One who increases male servants increases looting: For they overwhelm the strength of their master and his authority, and they plunder the property of the weak and the poor.

One who increases study of the Law increases the length of his life: This phrase allows two possible interpretations. The first is self-evident and sensible and it is that, from ethical refuge and knowledge, the scholar obtains, by means of his knowledge, what an ignorant person does not obtain. And it is as though he has added years to his life span, to say nothing of his leaving after him an impact preserving his name for generations. As for the second interpretation: it is religious and about his final sentence, that the author of the mishnah promises practitioners of the study of the Law, as a reward, with longevity in life, as the Torah promises the same reward for one who honors his mother and his father.   

One who increases the frequency of the role of study increases wisdom: Because the practice and repetition of study widens the scope of understanding.  

One who increases counsel increases rightness: One who advises another does not give an opinion before long reflection and contemplation. And you consider it a strong quality. You verify its rightness. And he who consults has many opinions available to him, and he fully understands every matter, from all its aspects. And he sees in it what one who is limited by his experience does not see, and he takes pains to understand it, however eminent that understanding was. [Note: this paragraph posed some difficulties]

One who increases charity increases peace: Because charity, by its nature, brings the benefactor towards it, and it acquaints the rich with the poor and his misfortunes and needs, softening his heart and removing something of his arrogance, and because it alleviates many of the pains which envy regularizes in the heart of the poor towards the blessed rich. 

On the other hand, need is probably the most important cause of dispute in the houses of the poor, and when charity eases this need, the cause of dispute disappears and peace prevails.  

[106]
The Ninth Mishnah

Rabbi Johanan son of Zakkai received from Hillel and Shammai. And it is transmitted from him: If you have studied the Law a great deal, do not attribute the credit for this to yourself. For you were created for this.

Rabbi Johanan son of Zakkai: He is the tenth of the recipients from the division of the Tannaim; see page 35.

Received from Hillel and Shammai: He did not receive the leadership directly, however he was a contemporary of Simeon I and Gamaliel I and Simeon II. And when Titus killed this leader, Rabbi Johanan son of Zakkai fled to the city of Yibna, where he established his renowned Academy. And he was recognized there as leader, for he had been one of the students of Hillel and Shammai, together with the three leaders who preceded him.

And it is transmitted from him: i.e., the most important statement, that which he would repeat.

If you have studied the Law a great deal: It is also possible to translate this phrase as such: “If you have excelled in the Law.”

Do not attribute the credit for this to yourself: Rabbi Johanan wanted to say to the student of knowledge: if you have attained an abundant share of knowledge, do not be content with what you have attained, wrapping yourself in pride and ceasing to engage in study and teaching because you “were created for this,” i.e., that you, oh student, were created only for study of the Law and memorizing it. And it is well known that, in the opinion of the Talmuds, study is like worship and the presenting of sacrifices and offerings. 

[107]
The Tenth Mishnah

Rabbi Johanan son of Zakkai had five students. And they are: Rabbi Eliezer son of Hyrcanus, Rabbi Joshua son of Hananiah, Rabbi Jose the Priest, Rabbi Simeon son of Nathaniel, and Rabbi Eleazar son of Arach. He used to praise them as follows: Rabbi Eliezer son of Hyrcanus is a plastered cistern that does not leak a drop. And Rabbi Joshua son of Hanania, blessedness to the one who gave birth to him. And Rabbi Jose the Priest is pious. And Rabbi Simeon son of Nathaniel fears sin. And Rabbi Eleazar son of Arach is like a spring gushing forth.

Rabbi Johanan had more students and disciples than those mentioned in this mishnah, and those mentioned here are only for their genius. And the mishah is clear and does not require explanation. 

The Eleventh Mishnah

And he used to say: if the Sages of Israel were on the scale of a balance, and Rabbi Eliezer son of Hyrcanus were on the other scale, his scale would outweigh them. 

And what is meant is praise for the abundance of knowledge of Rabbi Eliezer, who was previously described, due to the strength of his memory, as a plastered cistern, such that he would not forget a word — like a solid, plastered cistern that does not leak a drop. And the narratives in the Talmud about the memory of this scholar are many.

[108]
The Twelfth Mishnah

Abba Saul said, quoting him: if all the Sages were on the scale of a balance, and Rabbi Eliezer was also with them, and it was Rabbi Eleazar son of Arach on the other scale, his scale would outweigh them.

What is meant by this mishnah is praise for Rabbi Eleazar son of Arach. And we do not doubt the authenticity of this chain of tradition, for the laudatory description of him in the tenth mishnah is as a spring gushing forth — and a spring is more abundant than a cistern, as is well known. Thereupon his answers were preferred, as you will see. 

The Thirteenth Mishnah

He said to them: “Go and consider, what is the best way, that towards which it is fitting for a man to cleave?” Rabbi Eliezer said: generosity. Rabbi Joshua said: <selecting> a good companion. Rabbi Jose said: <selecting> a good neighbor. Rabbi Simeon said: seeing consequences. Rabbi Eleazar said: a good heart. He said to them: the answer of Rabbi Eleazar is preferable to your answers, for his words include your words. 

The speaker here is Rabbi Johanan son of Zakkai, and the meaning is apparent. And we have twice added the word “selecting” into the text of the mishnah — though it is not found in the original Hebrew — in relating the intended meaning. 

[109]
The Fourteenth Mishnah

He said to them: “Go and consider, what is the evil way, that which a man should avoid?” Rabbi Eliezer said: miserliness. Rabbi Joshua said: <accompanying> an evil companion. Rabbi Simeon said: not fulfilling a debt. Rabbi Eleazar said: an evil heart. He said to them: the answer of Rabbi Eleazar is preferable to your answers, for his words include all your words.

One of the two mishnahs must be correct and the other contrived, or that one question was transmitted in the aforementioned senses, and the compiler established a text for both of them: sinful or blessed. 

And here, too, we added a word, “accompanying,” which is not mentioned in the original.

The Fifteenth Mishnah

Three sayings are transmitted from them. Rabbi Eliezer said: Let the honor of your companion be as dear to you as your own honor, and do not be quick to anger. Repent from your sins on the day before your death. And warm yourself with the light of the leaders, but avoid their flames, lest you be burned, for their bite is like the bite of a fox; and their sting is like the sting of a scorpion; and their words are like coals of fire. 

Transmitted from them: The pronoun here refers to the students of Rabban Johanan son of Zakkai; and the mishnah here is associated with the statement of one of them, Rabbi Eliezer; and in the following three mishnahs it will separately bring us the opinions transmitted from each of his peers. 

[110]

Three sayings: i.e., three wise sayings.

Rabbi Eliezer said: He is Eliezer son of Hyrcanus.

Let the honor of your companion be as dear to you as your own honor, and do not be quick to anger: This is the first wise saying, and it is intended to warn against disparagement of colleagues’ honor and not to rush into anger when arguing with them and living with them. 

Repent from your sins on the day before your death: i.e., when you know the day of your death, delay your repentance until the day preceding it; but since you are ignorant of that day, you must repent and seek forgiveness every day, thereby considering the day in which you are to be the day preceding death. And this is the second wise saying.

And warm yourself with the light of the leaders etc.: i.e., be guided by their opinions, and be led by their rulings. And in this third wise saying there is exaggeration, excess, love of ego-centrism — that which the leaders refrain from; the copyists must have added this addition, which does not fit the character of the leader who said it.

[111]
The Sixteenth Mishnah

Rabbi Joshua said: envy, and surrender to the devil’s temptation, and hostility towards human beings, put a man out of the world.

Rabbi Joshua said: He is Joshua son of Hananiah. 

Envy: It is possible to translate the word with “desire,” and its literal translation is “an evil eye.”

And surrender to the devil’s temptation: In the original there are only two words mentioned, yeser ha-ra, and their meaning is “the evil temptation.”

And hostility towards human beings: If you are hostile to them, or they are hostile to you.

Put a man out of the world: i.e., they separate him from people, and they forbid him from associating with them; or they actually put him out, by death. For envy kills its possessor, as does underlying enmity and surrender to the lusts and immoderation in everything, in accordance with the temptation of the devil (šayṭān), to which the religion attributes all the mortal sins and infractions which the weakness of human nature causes a man to perpetrate. 

The Seventeenth Mishnah

Rabbi Jose said: Let the property of your companion be as cherished to you as your own property. Prepare yourself for study of the Law, for you will not acquire it by inheritance. And let all your deeds be for the purpose of God. 

[112]
Rabbi Jose said: He is Jose the Priest.

Let the property of your companion etc.: i.e., respect what belongs to others as you respect what is yours. 

Prepare yourself for study of the Law: i.e., you must study, persist and strive in order to gain your share from knowledge, which he will not receive only by inheritance and blessing, but rather by toil and self-exertion. 

And let all your deeds be for the purpose of God: i.e., do not regard in your actions your personal interests only. 

The Eighteenth Mishnah

Rabbi Simeon said: Be careful when reading the Shema and in prayer. And when you pray, do not let your prayer be fixed. Rather, include in it an entreaty of mercy and self-abasement before the Great Omnipresent One (maqām). And do not be wicked such that you forsake yourself.

Rabbi Simeon said: He is Simeon son of Nathaniel. 

Be careful when reading the Shema and in prayer: The Shema is the most important pillar (arkān) of prayer, recited in the morning and evening. And “prayer” [refers] to the three prayers [i.e., Amidah], the morning Amidah, the afternoon Amidah, and the evening Amidah.

And when you pray etc.: i.e., you should not be satisfied with the official prayer written down in the books, but rather include in it what comes to you in terms of expressions of seeking forgiveness and contrition before the Omnipresent One (maqām), God. 

And do not be wicked such that you forsake yourself: i.e., be the same quality that you pretend to be in front of people.

[113]
The Nineteenth Mishnah

Rabbi Eleazar said: Strive in attaining knowledge. And learn how to reply to a heretic. And know before whom you work, and who is the master of your work, the one who will pay you reward for your work. 

Rabbi Eleazar: He is Eleazar son of Arach, the fifth student of Rabban Johanan, as you have seen.

Strive in attaining knowledge: It is possible to translate this expression in this way: “Be diligent in studying the Torah.” And with this phrase the leader meant to turn the students’ minds to the necessity of studying and reviewing and not being satisfied with what they have heard from the mouths of their teachers during the receiving of lessons. 

And learn how to reply to a heretic: i.e., you must memorize in your mind the correct answers in order to use them to silence the challenges of heretics, lest one of them take you by surprise with a question you find impossible to answer, thus embarrassing you and causing you doubt in your faith, or at the very least some unsophisticated people see your confusion and have doubts about the correctness of your teachings. 

And in the original text of the mishnah (matnun) the word “epicurus” is mentioned because the Sages of that period considered the philosophy of the Greek Epicurus to be blasphemy and heretical, and because of this we considered the intention of the speaker and we translated the word with “heretical,” as you see.

And know before whom you work: This leader considers that all work to which a human being comes takes place in the presence of God. Consequently, he warns people to remember that, in order that fear of God will deter them from committing what does not please Him. 

And who is the master of your work: He who created you and entrusted you with obeying His commandments and avoiding His prohibitions, according to what those of His prophets who came before you have said. 

[114]

The one who will pay you reward for your work: And he will reward you for what you have reaped with your hands, whether good or bad. 

The Twentieth Mishnah

Rabbi Tarphon said: The day is short, the work is great, the workers are indolent, the reward is great, and the owner of the house is pressing. 

Rabbi Tarphon said: He is a student from among the students of Rabbi Johanan son of Zakkai, or one of his contemporary scholars. And he is mentioned frequently in the Talmud and he is considered in the ranks of its masters. 

The day is short: With this he indicates the length of a human’s life.

The work is great:  i.e., the commandments that the Law charges one to fulfill, such as deeds, effort (jihād), learning, teaching, prayer, and charity etc.

The workers are indolent: This indicates the tendency of people towards indolence in the performance of the duties imposed upon them.  

The reward is great: i.e., the reward hidden for those who fulfill divine commandments, for the World to Come, is above what workers’ proprietors give in this world.  

And the owner of the house: God is meant. 

Is pressing. i.e., He demands fulfilling what he has imposed.

And it is no secret that this mishnah was composed in the form of wisdom in riddle form.

[115]
The Twenty First Mishnah

He also said: You are not charged with completing the work. Nor are you free to forsake it. If you do much studying of the Law, you will receive a great reward. And the proprietor of your work, who will pay the reward for your work, is trustworthy. And know that the fulfillment of the rewards for the righteous will be in the World to Come.  

He also said: This indicates Rabbi Tarphon, to whom the previous mishnah is attributed. 

You are not charged with completing the work: i.e., if you see the abundance of duties that the Law presents on the shoulders of every believer, do not let your high-aiming ambition hold you back from from beginning to fulfill them. You are not charged with the completion of all of them, but rather you must complete what your effort allows. And how I have made for you the time and granted you the conditions for undertaking these duties.  

Nor are you free to forsake it: You must work as long as you are able to do, for what you must do, in terms of the duties, is not impossible for you, despite not taking pains to try to complete what you succeed to complete.

In order to understand this mishnah, we must remember the discussion that took place in the Talmud about the salvation of the soul. And some of them said that the Israelite is not saved, and does not achieve eternity in Paradise, if he does not complete all the commandments mentioned in the Torah. 

And some said that such fulfillment is impossible for all people, because some of these commandments were imposed on the owners of property, such as the separation of tithes and the sabbatical laws of the land, which are concerned with property. So how, then, can fulfillment be made possible for the poor, who do not have the fortune of owning land and cultivating it and farming it? And some people — among them Rabbi Tarphon — said that a man is only charged with what is in his capacity. And others have said that the spirits of those who do not actually fulfill these duties must be reincarnated [116] and return to the life in the world, time after time, until they have completed, in the roles of their lives on earth, all the duties of the Torah.

The belief in reincarnation of souls is doctrine in the Israelite religion newly arrived at from the outside, not explicitly mentioned in the books of the nation or its holy texts, though there is some indication of it mentioned in the story of Saul and the witch in the book of Samuel. And we are of the opinion that the leaders of the Talmud adopted this belief from the Babylonians. 

If you do much studying of the Law: It is possible to translate this phrase “If you have studied the Torah a great deal,” and the translation we have set above is closer to the spirit of the mishnah.

You will receive a great reward: And he has mentioned the reward without linking it with a requirement of skill or outstanding performance, for he promises the student with an award according to the extent of his effort, not according to the extent of his erudition; an award according to the extent of his toil, not according to the extent of his achievement. And the genius who learns easily, without toil, and then retires from his practice of learning in order to increase his knowledge and understanding, receives a reward less than the reward of one who, though he is slow to understanding, makes an effort — this although [knowledge] did not open for him as it opened for the genius. 

Is trustworthy: He means God. 

The proprietor of your work: He who imposed upon you study, reading, teaching, and the rest of the duties written down in the Torah. 

Who will pay the reward for your work: And will give you corresponding to your will, and to the extent you contend with obstacles that hinder your deeds in life on earth, such as poverty, persecution, sickness and the like. 

And know that the fulfillment of the rewards for the righteous: i.e., the true award. 

Will be: This word does not appear in the original Hebrew and we have placed it in the wording of the text [note: unclear word] in order to facilitate the translation.

In the World to Come: And the literal translation is “in the coming future.”

