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PREFACE

NoTwrTHSTANDING the fact that there are many
editions of the Sayings of the Jewish Fathers, and
that it has been translated innumerable times in all
modern tongues, no apology need be given for the
appearance of this little volume in the series of
Jewish Classics. The Pirke Abot is indeed a clas-
sical bit of that ancient Jewish classic, the Mishnah.

The translation in this edition is based largely
upon that of Taylor, in his Sayings of the Jewish
Fathers, and upon the excellent version of Singer,
in his Authorized Daily Prayer Book.

This edition is intended mainly for popular read-
ing, but it has peen thought wise to amplify the
notes, especially with bibliog aphical references, so
that it may serve the purpose of a teacher’s hand-
book, and also be useful as a text-book for the
higher grades of religious schools and for study
circles. The references are to books that are gen-
erally accessible, and, wherever possible, to books
in English. The notes are by no means intended
to be exhaustive, but rather to be suggestive.

It is the humble hope of the editor that this little
book may be the means of further popularizing the
practical and, at the same time, high-minded
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8 SAYINGS OF THE JEWISH FATHERS

wisdom of the “Fathers”; that it may serve as an
incentive to a more detailed study of their philoso-
phy of life, and that ‘its’ appearance may help to
lead in a revival of that most ancient and praise-
worthy custom of reading the Pirke Abot in the
house of worship on the Sabbath, during the sum-
mer months. Let him into whose hands these say-
ings fall “meditate upon them day and night,” for
“he who would be saintly must fulfil the dicta of
the Fathers.”

JosEPH 1. GORFINKLE.
Mt. Vernon, N. Y.
February, 1913.
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10 = SAYINGS OF THE JEWISH FATHERS

and in French it is usually rendered Chapitres or
Maximes des Péres,

The use of the 'word-Abot (fathers), in the title, is
of very ancient date. We can only guess at the
reason for its being used, and, consequently,
there are various explanations for it. Samuel de
Uceda, in his collective commentary, says that as
this tractate of the Mishnah contains advice and
good counsel, which, for the most part, come from
a father, the Rabbis mentioned in it adopt the réle
of “fathers,”” and are therefore so designated.
This explanation does not, however, deter him
f om advancing another to th: effect that this
treatise is the basis of all subsequent ethical and
moral teachings and doctrines, and the Rabbis are,
in consequence, the ‘“fathers” or prototypes of
all ethical teachers and moralists (4). Loeb at-
tributes its use to the fact that the Rabbis of Abot
are the ‘“fathers” or ‘“ancestors of Rabbinic Juda-
ism” (5). Hoffmann states that the word abot
means ‘“teachers of tradition” (Traditionslehrer),
and points to the expression abot ha-olam (Eduyot,
I. 4), which, translated literally, is “fathers of the
world,” but is used to designate the most distin-
guished teachers, which is a true characterization
of the Rabbis of Abot (6). Taylor says in regard

(4) Midrash Shemuel (ed. Warsaw, 1876), p. 6. The Mid-
rash Shemuel is a collective commentary, first published in
Venice in 1579, and which has since passed through six edi-
tions. See p. 22, n. 21.

(5) La Chaine, cte., p. 307, n. 1.
(6) See Hoffmann, Seder Nesikin, Inirod., p. xx, and p.
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SAYINGS OF THE JEWISH FATHERS

(1) Chapters I, 16-II, 4: Sayings of the men of
the school  of Hillel to Rabban Gamaliel
(about 230 c.E.), the son of Judah
ha-Nasi.

(2) Chapter II, 5-8: Additional sayings of
Hillel.

. (1) Chapter II, 9-19: The sayings of Jochanan

ben Zakkai, the pupil of Hillel, and of his
disciples.

(2) Chapter II, 20-21: The sayings of Rabbi
Tarfon, a younger contemporary of Jochanan
ben Zakkai.

. Chapter III: The maxims of seventeen Tan-

naim (authoritie; mentioned in the Mish-
nah) to the time of and including Rabbi
Akiba. These are not arranged in strictly
chronological order.

Chapter IV: The sayings of twenty-five Tan-
natm after the time of Rabbi Akiba, who
were contemporaries of Rabbi Meir and
of Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi. These are not
chronologically arranged.

(1) Chapter V, 1-18: Anonymous sayings form-
ing a series of groups of ten, seven, and four
things, dealing with the creation of the
world, with miracles, and with the varieties
of men and minds.

(2) Chapter V, 19-22: Anonymous sayings
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18 SAYINGS OF THE JEWISH FATHERS

having lived before the destruction of the second
Temple. Chapter IV is made up of the dicta of s
number of 'Rabbis" who “were-'contemporaries of
Judah. These two chapters were, no doubt, in-
serted by Judah, the redactor of the Mishnah as
we virtually have it to-day. Evidence that Chap-
ter IV is an addition to the original Abot is that it
has a number of aphorisms which are repetitions of
some found in Chapters I and II. The greater
part of Chapter V, as stated above, was a portion
of the Abot of Rabbi Akiba.

Chapter VI, which is known as The Chapter on
the Acquisition of Torah (Perek Kinyan Torah),
as The External Teaching of Abot (Baraita de-Abot)
(15), as The Chapter of Rabbi Meir (Perek Rabbi
Meir) (16), and as The External Teaching of Rabbi
Meir (Baraita de-Rabbi Meir), is a supplement of
the treatise Abot, as is claimed for it by its super-
scription, “the sages taught in the language of the
Mishnah,” a formula generally used in the Talmud

(15) A Baraita contains traditions and opinions of author-
ities of the Mishnah which are not embodied in the Mishnah
of Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi. See Mielziner, Introduction to the
Talmud, pp. 20-21, Strack, Einleitung in den Talmud, p. 3,
and the Jewish Encyclopedia, s.v. A gemara (Talmudical
commentary) to the Baraila de-Abot was published from a
MS. by Coronel in Chamishah Kuntresin (Vienna, 1864).
This baraita is found also in the seventeenth chapter of T'anna
de-Be Eliyahu Sutta, but with different textual readings.
See Ginzberg, in the Jewish Encyclopedia, 11, pp. 516-517.

(16) Known thus because Rabbi Meir's name is found in
the first verse.
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22 SAYINGS OF THE JEWISH FATHERS

Gemara (Talmudical commentary) on the Abot,
which undoubtedly ;accounts for the numerous
commentaries on it (21). Because of the attrac-
tiveness of its contents, and since it forms a part of
the ritual, it has been translated many times into
many tongues (22), and a great deal has been
. written upon it. The following bibliography will

(21) There are more than thirty-five. The best known is
that of Maimonides (1135-1204), which was written orig-
inally in Arabic, as part of his commentary on the Mishnah.
A commentary has been attributed to Rashi. Other com-
mentaries are by (1) Rabbi Jacob ben Shimshon, found in
the Machzor Vitry (see Taylor, Introd., p. 5; Appendiz, p. 23);
(2) Rabbi Israel of Toledo, in Arabic (twelfth to thirteenth
century; see Taylor, Introd., p. 5, Appendiz, p. 46 et seq.);
(3) Simon Duran (1361-1444), Magen Abot; first edition,
Livorno, 1763; ed. Jellinek, Leipzig, 1855; (4) Bertinora
(died 1510), in his popular commentary on the Mishnah;
(5) Isaac ben Judah Abrabanel, Nachalat Abot; ed. Con-
stantinople, 1505; (6) Samuel de Uceda, Midrash Shemuel;
Venice, 1579, 1585, 1597, 1600, Cracow, 1594, Frankfurt
a. M., 1713, Warsaw, 1876; (7) Yom Tob Lippman Heller
(1579-1654), in Tosefot Yom Tob, on the Mishnah; (8) Elijah,
Gaon of Wilna (1720-1797), in Siddur Tefillat Yacob, Berlin,
1864; and (9) S. Baer, in Siddur Abodat Yisroel, Rodelheim,
1868. 'There is also a commentary, by Naphtali Herts
Wessely, known as Yayin Lebanon, Berlin, 1774-1775, which
has been translated into English, in the Hebrew Review
(edited by Morris J. Raphall, London, 1835-1837), Vol. I,
p. 177, p. 193, and further.

(22) Bischoff, in his Kritische Geschichte der Talmud-
Uebersetzungen aller Zeiten und Zungen (Frankfurt a. M.,
1899), § 56, has a list of 62 translations and of 15 partial
translations. Others have appeared since this list was made.
For English translations, consult this list.
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be helpful to the general reader and to the student
who wish to get a more detailed and intimate
knowledge of Abot than can be imparted in this
work.

Editions (23), Commentaries, and Translations

1. Joshua ben Mordecai Falk ha-Kohen, Abne Ye-
hoshua al Pirke Abot (New York 1860). Text
and commentary (24).

2. Abraham Geiger, Pirke Aboth, in Nachgelassene
Schriften (Berlin, 1877), vol. 1V, pp. 281-344.
A commentary on Chaps. I—III Scholarly
and valuable.

3. Solomon Schechter, Abot de-Rabbi Natan (Vienna,
1877). Contains two versions, A and B, with
an introduction and notes in Hebrew. A
scholarly and valuable work.

4, Joseph Jabetz, Pirk: Abot, with a commentary
(Warsaw, 1880).

" 5. Charles Taylor, (1) Sayings of the Jewish Fathers,

Comprising Pirqe Aboth and Perek R. Meir

in Hebrew ani English, with Notes and Ex-

curses. Second edition (Cambridge, 1897).

(23) A list of editions, mostly earlier than those mentioned
here, and of the Abot in Mishnah editions may be found in
Steinschneider, Catalogus Librorum Hebraeorum in Bibliotheca
Bodleiana (Berlin, 1852-1860), No. 1433-1519, 1982-2034;
M. Roest, Catalog der Hebraica und Judaica (Amsterdam,
1875), pp. 818-821, 824-828; and Strack, Spricke, pp. 8-9.

(24) Falk has been called the “father of American Hebrew
literature.” .
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30 SAYINGS OF THE JEWISH FATHERS

(6), and the elders to the prophets, and the proph-
ets delivered it to the men of the Great Synagogue
(7). They said three things, “Be deliberate in

law,” according to tradition, there was also communicated
to Moses, on Mt. Sinai, the “orallaw’’ (7D ?¥3¥ 71MN), sup-
plementing the former with other laws and maxims, and
explaining it. This “oral law’’ was handed down by word of
mouth from generation to generation, but subsequently, after
the destruction of the second Temple, it was committed to
writing, and constitutes the Mishnah, the Talmud, and the
Midrashim. The ‘“oral law’ dcvelops, illuminates, and
comments upon the ‘“written law.” Here, Torah means
the “oral law,” which Moses communicated to Joshua,
Joshua, in turn, to the elders, and so on. See Taylor, Say-
ings of the Jewish Fathers, p. 105 et seq., and 134-135; Fried-
linder, The Jewish Religion, p. 136 et seq.; Jewish Encyclo-
pedia, arts. Law and Oral Law; Schechter, Some Aspects of
Rabbinic Theology, Chapter VIII; Strack, Einleitung, pp.
9-10, and Herford, Pharisaism, chapter on “The Theory of
Torah,” p. 57 et seq.

(5) I.e., from God. Compare the expression @0? N3N
oY, “the law to Moses from Sinai (God),” Peah, II, 6,
Eduyot, VIII, 7, etc.

(6) The elders were the wise men who were the members
of the supreme national tribunal. See Joshua XXIV, 31.

(7) The Great Synagogue, whose establishment, after the
return from Babylonian captivity, tradition attributes to
Ezra the Scribe, consisted of 120 men, who comprised the
highest judicial tribunal, and who occupied a position in the
early days of the Temple similar to that of the later San-
hedrin. The historical foundation of this tradition is Ne-
hemiah VIII-X, in which is recounted the solemn acceptance
of the Law by a great assembly of the people. The men of
the Great Synagogue appear here in Abot as the depositaries
of the tradition of the Torah, coming in the chain between
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38 SAYINGS OF THE JEWISH FATHERS

18. Rabban Simeon, the son of Gamaliel (42),
said, “By, three things is the.world preserved (43);
by truth, by judgment, and by peace, as it is said,
‘Judge ye the truth and the judgment of peace in
your gates’ ’’ (44).

Rabbi Chanania (45), the son of Akashia, said,
“The Holy One, blessed be He, was pleased to make
Israel worthy; wherefore He gave them a copious
Torah and many commandments, as it is said, ‘It
pleased the Lord, for his righteousness’ sake, to
magnify the Torah and make it honorable’ ”’ (46).

(42) Rabban Simeon II, son of Gamaliel II (80-115 c.E.)
and grandson of Simeon (verse 17).

(43) Cf. chapter I, 2. Torah, Temple service, and benevo-
lence are the foundations and, at the same time, the aims
of the world. Truth, judgment, and peace maintain the
world’s permanency.

(44) Zechariah VIII, 16.

(46) This saying did not belong originally to Abot, but
was taken from Makkot, III, 16. According to Goldschmidt,
it was introduced into the Mishnah from the separate editions,

.4

and then found its way into the Talmudical texts of Abot.-

This verse is recited at the end of each chapter. See Rawicz,
Commentar des Maimonides, p. 114, n. 1.
(46) Isaiah, xlii, 21,
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74 SAYINGS OF THE JEWISH FATHERS

not thy imagination give thee hope that the grave
will be a place of refuge for thee; for perforce thou
wast formed, and perforce thou wast born, and thou
livest perforce, and perforce thou wilt die, and per-
force thou wilt in the future have to give account
and reckoning before the Supreme King of. kings,
the Holy One, blessed be He.”

“R. Chanania,” etc., p. 38..

physical things in which man has no choice, as our sages
said, ‘All is in the power of God, except the fear of God.” It
is not said that one must perforce, and against one’s will,
sin, or that one is constrained to journey, walk, stand, etc.,
for these are in the power of man, and are dependent upon
his own free will, and not upon any (external) compelling
force, as we have explained in chapter eight.” See Rawicz,
Commentar des Maimonides, p. 89, n. 4, and Gorfinkle, ibid.,
P. 88 et seq.
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20 SAYINGS OF THE JEWISH FATHERS

26. Ben He He said, “According to the labor is
the reward”’ (67).
“Rabbi Chanania,” etc., p. 38.

(67) The last two verses are ascribed by Abot de-Rabbi
Natan to Hillel (chapter XII, ed. Schechter, p. 65). Ben
Bag Bag and Ben He He were probably proselytes and dis-
ciples of Hillel. See Bacher, ibid., pp. 10-12, Taylor and
Hoffmann, ad loc., and Jewish Encyclopedia, art. Ben Bag Bay.
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100 SAYINGS OF THE JEWISH FATHERS

for His glory, as it is said, “Everything that is
called by my name, it is for my glory I have created
it, I have'formed"it) yéd,) T-have made it”’ (53);
and it says, “The Lord shall reign for ever and
ever” (54).

“Rabbi Chanania,” etc., p. 38.

(53) Isa. XLIII, 7. (54) Ex. XV, 18.
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