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Pirke hoth

(This introduction is written having in mind a clsss of
seminary etudents in the Evangelical Seminery at Rfo Pledres,
Puerto Rico, representing Baptist, Presbyterian, Methodist, Dis-
oiples, end Congregational churches.)

The piofure that we Ohristians have of the Jewish faith hes
usually been limited to the perspective that the New Testament
affords us. In the different gospels and epistles the relations
ships with the Jews sre not handled in a homogeneous manner, but
the picturs is generslly e negstive one. Paul #m his letter teo
the Romens is carrying on a polemic with his own fellow Israslites
in respeot to the wessianic timetable. He ergues thst the Messiah
has ocome in Jesus Ohrist end is chegrined that the Jews es e na-
tion have not accepted him. However, he interprets Israel's rejec-
tion in the most positive way, arguing thet Isreel's hardening hee
opened the door to the Gentiles end thet when the fullness of
the Gentiles comes in then all Isrsel will be saved (of. Rom. 9-
11). In the synoptic Gospels Jesus is definitely presented as in
conflict with the Pharieees and other parties of the Jews, often
in reepsct to metters pertaining to the oral tradition. According
to them, the Jewish authorities finally succeed in forcing Pilate,
the Romen governor, to orucify him. Buke especially is interested
innppesenting the Jewe in the worst poasible light and in shift-

ing the blame for the death of Jesus from the Romans to the Jews.

In his 4ote of the Apostles the Jews are presented ss the ones who
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stir up troudble end the Christiens ae the law-abifiing citigens.
In the Gospel of John the antagonism toward the Jews ie even more
intense than in the synoptic Gospels. The specificity of the
issues presented in the latter is lost eight of end the Jews sre
eondemned en maese.

It is this picture of the Jews that is availeble to the Chris-
tien reeder in the New Testament. There is &n obvicus mixture of
history and apologotica,.coupled with genuine theologicsl differ-
ences, whioh is very hard to untangle.

It 18 on escoount of this pictureodf Judaiem thet ib is diffi-
cult for & group of seminery students in a Letin dmericen aituation
and with no msjor contacts with present-day Judeiem to eppreciste
from the inside the geniue end moving principles of rabbinic
Judeism, the Judaism thet survived the catastrophe of the Roman-
Jewish ¥War of the year 70 0.B. and of which the Jews of t@gay
are the heirs. To ocur way of thinking there is no better wey te
introduce a Ohristien into the world of rabbinic thought and prac-
tice then by a study of the topics touched upon in Aboth, the
ninth tractste of the fourth division of ths Mishnsh. Since reb-
binic literature is foreign o most Ohristians, it is necessary
to define certain terme in order to place Aboth in the context
to which it belongs.

Mishneh as & general term designstes "the brench of Jewish
leerning which has particularly to do with the rules of the tradi-
tional lew (halaket) as such". It wes the Pharasaic party emong

the Jewe which at least from the second century before the C.B.

1 George Forte ﬁeoro, JuBaism, I, p. 150.
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took over the field of traditionel lew eand made it their respen-
8ibility to study end tesch its rules as & distinct dbranch of
learning. These rules (halskot) are the accepted desisions of
the rebbis and are usually but not necesssrily derivable from
the Soriptures.

The Mishnah brench of learning stands in eontrast to Mid-
rash, a method of studying which was underteken on the basis of
the scriptural text, especlally the Pentateuch. The Midrash twpe
of study-~as the verbul root indicates--was carried out
by inquiring weticulously into & given text to meke it yield its

meening. It can be either haggedig or halekio, that is, it cen

be concerned with a legendary, historical, ethieal or nearrative
materisl or strictly with legal regulstions. Both the Midrash
and the Mishneh weys of studying were oultivated in the rebbinic
schools in the sesond century of the C.E. At thet time there
existed numerous Mishnsh and Midresh collections.

Specifically, the term Mishnah refers to the ccdification
of the traditional law issed by Judeh he-Nasi (Rebbi) at the
end of the seoond century C.E. This codification is not the
produot of Rabbi alone, but behind hie redaction stands
the work of R. Mels-and R. #Akibas To Akibe 1is attributed ite
syetematisation into six divieions (sedsrim) and sixty-three sub-
sections or tractates (Hassektoth). It wes thie Mishnsh which
beceme authoritative for the Jews in Bebylon and Palestine from

the third century on and served eas the hgsis for the Telwud in
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both places. Talmud in thie eense refers to the comprehensive
designstion for the Mishneh and the discussions (in the Aramaic
tongue) which were cerried on by the Amoraim and sdjoined to it.
The disoussions go by the technical name.of Gemarae, literally com-
pletion ;r perfection. The Amoraim are the Jewish doctore Qho L
woere active from the time of the conoclusion of the Nishnsh to

the end of the fifth century. The teachers of the preceding per-
i0d are called Tennaim, being the trensmitters and formulators of
the tradition from Shemmei and Hillel down to the contemporsries
of Judah the Patriarch. SBom heggadic meteriel is present in
Rebbi's Mishnah (Aboth, elmost exclusively; also et the conclu-
sion of some of the tractatca).2

Finally, Mishnah ¢en also refer to a single statement or
parsgraph in the official Mishnsh.

It 1s within the Nishnsh collection of Judsh the Patrierch
thst Aboth stends as the ninth tractate of the fourth division
(Nezikim "Demeges" ).

Adboth was the original title of this portion of the Mishneh,
Just ae other trectates hed their distinctive nemes, such as
Berakoth, Joms, Gittin, eto. The term perek meens chepter. Hor
purposes of study the tractetes were divided into chepters (pera-
kim). A given group of chapters form a tractste, in the present
cese Chapters of dboth or Pirke Aboth. Pirke, therefore, does
not refer to the easyings of the individual teechers but to the

five chapters which originally formed the tractete and which

2 ¢f. Pesh, Yoms, Teonith.
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later became 8ix, sfter Aboth wes incorporated into the Jewish
1i4erature. |(7V73Y

The title Aboth ¢en be interpreted veriously. Israelstem
in hie introduction to Aboth gives three poseible maaninga:’
(1) Aboth oan mean the religious teachers mentionsd therein,
thought of as the apiritual "Fethers" of Israsel. (2) The teach~-
ings of the tractate ere the "Psthers,” that is, the begetters of
further ethioel teachinge or the "pithniples” from which the de-
tailed rules of life csn be deriveds (3) The term Aboth oan elso
be understood in view of the expression Massoreth Aboth, "thet
wvhioh hes been handed down by the 'Fathers'" snd ite ocorrelative
Kabbaloth Aboth, "that which has been received from the 'Fathers'®.
This corresponds to the and

of Josephus (of. Jos. 4nt.
13, 297). In this lestter case Aboth would be & most fitting title
for the first division of the trioctate where the terms Masar (he
hended down) and g;ggg;, (he received) are used. The title in
this sense could cever elso the rest of the treotate, as kibbel
reappears in 2:8 and the authority of the Rebbis is to be essumed
for the whole of it.

To our way of thinking ell three of the above definitions
throv light on the term Aboth as used here, but the second seeus
to be the most approprietg as the tractate containe in summary
feshion the basic tenets of rebbinic Judelsm. The third definiticn,

however, bringe out the faot thet these principles reet on the

’ The Babylonien Talmud, I. Epstein, ed. pe ZXI.
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authority of the greet teachers of Isresel. The oral tradition w
which they heve handed down, sceording to Aboth, goes all the way
back %o Mosee and therefore hes the suthority of revelestion. It

is a tradition which stends on the same footing as the written

~Toreh (1:1). The presence of the succession of teachers seews to

be intended both as e historicel stetement nyd as an suthoritative
one.

4s alreedy insinueted, Aboth can be seen as a microcosm of
rebbinic thought. Essentially it is haggedsh, in this osee main-
ly ethical, but it touches on various themes which constitute the
warp end woof of Jewish faith end preotise. 1In the remainiar of
this presentation we shall emdesvour to point out some of these
topics.

1. The Qoncept of Oral Tradition

This point was touched upon above but must be considered
further. The whole of chapter one is tsken up with those who
have hended down the orsl tradition. The ohein starts with the
giving of the Torah to Moses at Sinel and ends with the fall of
Jerusalem. The earlier stages ere merely mentioned: Hoses, Joshus,
the Elders, the Prophets. The more deteiled presentation starts
with the men of the Great Spnagogue, referring to Esra end the
Soferim, the ancestors of the Pharisees and in a real sense their
spiritusl fathers. From there on, to the men of the Great Syna-
gogue and to every one of the great teachers asfter them, onse or
more sayings sre assigned. The chain of tradition ie interrupted
in 2:1-3 vhere Rebbi is quoted, but resumed in 2:4 with Hillel
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sgain. It conoludes in 2:8 with Yohanan b. Zeccal and his disei-
ples. Presumably, since after th; Jewish War only the Pharisees
survived, the oral tredition wes not any mors a bone of contention.
It was the goncept of orsl Torsh handed down by & chain of
eminent and authorized teachers that distinguishes the Pharisees
from the Sadducees, who accepted only the Pentateuoch as their
norm end rejected the oral traditions. It wem the oconcept and
reality of the oral Torsh thet mads possible the development of
the Midrashim, the Mishnah end the Talmud. By permitting new
::i:;;;etation by teachers following definite rulee of int;::;cga-
tion (middot), the Pherisees made pessible the applicstion of the
law to new situatione gnd also the continuetion of Judaism es e

dietinoct religious stance. 4s Aboth itself pute it: "The tradition
(;ﬁ'“)ﬁ‘a v{ ) 18 a fence around the Torsh® (3:14).

2. Toreh end study

If there is one theme that dominates Aboth, it is the neces-
sity o study Torsh. Toreh hes to bs underetood es inocluding both
the written and oral Toreh. Both are divinely given. To study
and practice Torsh is really to know God; it is to "think God's
thoughts after him," to use Kepler's phrsse. Once this soncep-
tion of the nature of revelation is developed, it can essily be
seen how the prophet emd the priest become obsolete figures.

Their plece is taken by the teagher and the disciples (of. 1:1).
In rabbinic circles Torah is equivalent to wisdom and the rabdbi

vho studies, teeches, and prectices Torsh is the wise man.
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Aboth sgein and agein brings in the topic of Torsh, study end
learning. 4 quotation from 6:7 showse the importance and all-
inolusivenees of Torah: "Great is the Torah, for it gives life

to them that practice 1% both in this world and in the world te

L
come. "

Other sayings have the seme ring:

1:15 Shemmal: "Make thy‘[;fudy of tn§7 Toreh a fixed
hebit.?

2112 Rabbon Gemeliel $: R. Judeh the Petrisrch: "Excellent
ie the study of the Terah, for toil in them
both puts sin out of the mind."

216 Hillel: "Sey not, when I have leisure I will study,
perchance thou wilt never have leisure."

237 Hillel: "The more sttidy of the Torah, the more life;
the more schooling the more wisdom."

218 Rabbon Johanen b. Zacoceis "If thou hest wrought much
in the Torah claim not merit for thyself, for
to this end thou wgst created."

2:12 R, Jose: "Fit thyself for the study of the Torsah,
for /the lknowledge 927 it is not thine own
inheritance."

2314 R, Tarfon: "If thou hest studied much in the Torah,
much reward will be given to thee."

3:2 R. Hennia: "If two sit together and words of the
Torah /are spoken/ between them, the Divine
Presence rests between them."” (of. 3:6)

313 R. Nehunya b. Ha-Kaneht "He that takes upon himself
the yoke of the Torash, from him shell be taken
away the yoke of the kingdom end the yoke of
worldly cere."

415 R. lehmeel: "He that mekes profit out of the words
of the Torsh, removes his life from the world."

4:6 R. Jose: "He that honours the Toreh is himself hon-
oured by menkind end he thst dishonours the
Toreh shall himself be dishonoured by mankind."

4 _
The quotetions in this peper sre from Herbert Denby's transletion.



4310 R. Meir: "Engege not overmuch in business but ococupy
thyself with the Toreh."

T
5121 Juda b. Temat "At five years old /one is ready/ for
the Soripture, at_ten yeare for the Mishneh,
at thirteen for /the fulfilling o‘? the command-
mente, at fifteen for the Talmud.

These are a greet number of the references to Toreh end the

necessity to study it thet appesr in Aboth. There sre others
but these suffice to give the student an idea of what is import-
ent in Aboth and for thet matter, in the whole of rabdinie liters-
ture.
5. Practice of Torsh
:::] Study of the Toreh does not suffice. In several places in
Aboth the point is brought out that studying and doing go together.

This elsc holds for rabbiniec Judaism as a whole.

D 1:2 Simon the Just: "By three thinge zg the world sus-
t:: e

taineds by the Law, by the mple/ service,
and by deeds of léving kindness.”

3310 R. Henine b. Dosas "He whose works exceed his wisdom,
his wisdom endures; bdbut he whose wisdom exoceeds
K</7 his worke, hie wisdom does not endurs."” (of. 3:18)

Besidee these references to deeds of meroy snd works, there
are some general references to justice and love towards the fellow

mete.

1:2 Hillels "Be of the diseiples of Asron, loving peace,
and pursuing peace, loving menkind, and bring-
ing them nigh to the Toreh."

1115 Shemmais "Receive all men with a cheerful counte-
nance." (of. 3:12)

2110 R. Eliezer: "Let the honour of thy fellow be dear
to thee as thine own."
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2:12 R. Joses "Let the property of thy fellow be dear to<Qh
. thee as thine ow.”

4. Qogupation

1:10 Shemeish: "love labour.®

2:2 Rabben Gemaliel be R. Judah the Patriarch: "Excellent

ie the study of the Torsh together with worldly
ocoupation, for teil in them both puts sin out
of mind.  But all study of the Torsh without
[ﬁbrldli7 lebout eomes to naught at the last
and bringe ein in its trein."”

411 the etastements in 3 and &4 in respsot to deeds of merey,
love of fellow men and worldly oocupation bring the study of -the
Toreh in contact with the 1ife sittmtions of men. In this context
the study of the Toreh is ne mere intelleotual pastime dut a di;l-
gent effort to obey the will of God in its entirety. Judeh b.
Tema hee put it graphically: "Be strong as the leopard end swift
e the eegle, fleet as the gazelle and brave &s the lion to de
the will of God" (5:30)s There is e depth to this obedience
vhich oannot merely be categorized as prudent humanéim but is
rather rooted in the feaith in the God of Abreham, Isaac and Jaceb,
the God of love and justice.

Of ocourse, it must not be forgotten that these ethical end
prectical stetements are only one part of the obedience demanded
by the Toreh. Obedience to the innumerable legal regulstions is
part and parcel of the demend. But the important thing toc be re-
membered is thet whether the demand be ethical, legal or ether-

wise, obedience is not postuleted on the basis of prudent celou-

lations but on the motive of love. Cbedience to the Torah is te
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be for ite own sake (lishmeh), or what smounts to the same thing,
‘for the sake of heaven (i.e. God): “Let sall thy sctions be fore
the sake of heaven® {21123 of. 2%2). Reward ( ) is ex-
pected as a matter of course, but it is not what the Jew strives
for (cf. Aboth 1:3).

5. lsrsel as the Chosen People

3115 Akiba: "Beloved is man for he wes oreasted in the
imaege of God."”

"Beloved are Israel for they were called
children of God."

"Beloved ere Iskael, for to them was given
the precicus instrument, still grester wae
the love in that it wes made known to them
thet to them was given the precious indtru-
ment by which the world was oreated.”

In theee beatitude-like statements of Akiba we have a whole
theclogical outlook--the consciousnees of the Jewish pecple of
being God's chosen people, coupled with the fact of their being
entrusted with the Torsh. These two Pocl are perhaps the two
basic tenets of Judaism end 1s undoubtedly what hes kept them
going a8 a religious group up to the present time. It gives
them s consciousness of unity end at the ssme time differentistes
them frem the surrounding community.

There are other aspscts of rebbinic Judeism present in
Aboth: retribution (1:7; 2:7; 5:8,9), repentsnce (2:10, 4:11, 17}
5118), prayer (2:113), reward (2:1, 16; 5:%,22), world to come
(2:16; 3:11,12; 415, 16, 17; 5:19), judging (1:6, 8, 9; 4:5, 8,
etc. ), free will (33116; 612), merit (2:2; 6:11).

The fact that ell the themes considered and mentioned above

are present in Aboth, oenfirme the mein purpose of this presenta-
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tion, namely, to point out thet the Christian minister who wants
to study Judaism from the inside does well to stert with 4Aboth.
4 serious study of thie tractaete together with supplementary read-
ing on specific topics from other parte of rabbinie literaturg
will give the beginnigg student a balenced plcture of whet rab-
biniec Judaism i{s all about. |

The importance of Aboth wes recognized by the rebbis, and 4in
time the treatist wes included in the Jewish liturgy to ge read
between Pessover and Pentecost. It is no wonder thst a femous
Babylonjian teacher of the fi'gth century could say: "He who wants
to become truly plous snd virtuous, let him etudy and practive

the teachings of 4both" (B. K. 30 a).



