Pirkei Avot 2:4: The Community, the Individual, and Perspective
Alex Hecht ahecht@torontotorah.com
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1. Avot 2:4 (chabad.org translation)
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Hillel would say: Do not separate yourself from the community. Do not believe in yourself until the day you
die. Do not judge your fellow until you have stood in his place. Do not say something that is not readily
understood in the belief that it will ultimately be understood. And do not say "When | free myself of my
concerns, | will study," for perhaps you will never free yourself.

T12x7 1» winen YK (Do not separate from the community)
2. Tiferet Yisrael, Yachin to Avot 2:4
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(1) That one not deviate from the communal norms... (2) When you gather to set a study lesson, or to pray, or to

consult on a mitzvah business or for the needs of the congregation, he will not say, “they will decide what they

want and | will do this or that.” Rather, one must advise for the good of the community and support it in all

ways of serving G-d.

3. Talmud, Pesachim 66a (Koren translation)
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They said to Hillel: Our teacher, if one forgot and did not bring a knife on the eve of Shabbat and cannot

slaughter his Paschal lamb, what is the law? Since he could have brought the knife before Shabbat, he cannot

bring it on Shabbat; but what should he do in this situation? He said to them: | once heard this halakha from

my teachers but | have forgotten it. But leave it to the Jewish people; if they are not prophets to whom G-d

has revealed His secrets, they are the sons of prophets, and will certainly do the right thing on their own.

4. Talmud, Berachot 45a (Koren translation)
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[We learned in the mishna that] Rabbi Tarfon says: [Over water one recites:] Who creates the many forms of
life and their needs. Rava bar Rav Hanan said to Abaye, and some say to Rav Yosef: What is the halakha in this
dispute? He said to him: Go out and observe what the people are doing [and act accordingly].

5. 11 Kings 4:13 (Judaica Press translation)
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And he said to him, "Please say to her, '‘Behold you have busied yourself on our account with all this trouble.
What is there to do for you? Can we speak on your behalf to the king or to the general of the army?' " And she
said, "I dwell in the midst of my people.”

6. Talmud, Taanit 11a (Koren translation)
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The Sages taught in a baraita: When the Jewish people is immersed in distress, and one of them separates
himself [from the community and does not share their suffering, the] two ministering angels who accompany a
person come and place their hands on his head, as though he was an offering, and say: This man, so-and-so,
who has separated himself from the community, let him not see the consolation of the community.
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A similar idea is taught in another baraita: When the community is immersed in suffering, a person may not
say: | will go to my home and | will eat and drink, and peace be upon you, my soul. And if he does so, the verse
says about him: “And behold joy and gladness, slaying oxen and killing sheep, eating flesh and drinking wine;
let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we shall die” (Isaiah 22:13). And [the prophecy continues with] what is
written afterward, in the following verse: “And the Lord of hosts revealed Himself in my ears: Surely this
iniquity shall not be expiated by you until you die” (Isaiah 22:14).
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Rather, a person should be distressed together with the community. As we found with Moses our teacher that he
was distressed together with the community, as it is stated during the war with Amalek: “But Moses’ hands
were heavy; and they took a stone, and put it under him, and he sat upon it” (Exodus 17:12). But didn’t Moses
have one pillow or one cushion to sit upon? Rather, Moses said as follows: Since the Jewish people are
immersed in suffering, | too will be with them in suffering, [as much as | am able, although I am not
participating in the fighting. The baraita adds:] And anyone who is distressed together with the community will
merit seeing the consolation of the community.

7. Rabbeinu Yonah to Avot 2:4 (Sefaria Community translation)
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At the time when the community is involved with Torah [study] and with the commandments, it is the crown of
all the worlds and the glory of all of His domain. As ‘with many people' that are gathered to fulfill His
commandment, it 'is the King's glory'; and [so] it is not fitting to separate from them, as it is stated
(Deuteronomy 33:5), "And there is a King in Yeshurun with the gathering.” And this is with a community that
goes in the good path and gathers to do a commandment. But it is not fitting to attach oneself to a community
that leans to the bad path and the deeds of which are corrupted. And one who separates from them, behold, he is
praiseworthy. And about this Yirmiyahu the prophet, peace be upon him, stated (Jeremiah 9:1), "Oh, to be in the
desert, at an encampment for wayfarers! Oh, to leave my people, to go away from them— for they are all
adulterers, a band of rogues."

Tnin a2 7 e3ra Prin PR (Do not believe in yourself until the day you die)
8. Rambam to Avot 2:4 (Sefaria Community translation)
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And he said that even though a person has a distinctive character trait in his soul and he has strengthened it, he

should not remove his hand from redoubling his doing good and adding to its reinforcement. And he should not

be certain [about it] and say, "This virtue has already reached my hand and it is impossible that it will fall

away." As it is possible that it will fall away. And that is [the meaning] of his saying, "until the day of your

death."”

9. Talmud, Kiddushin 81b (Koren translation)
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Rabbi Hiyya bar Ashi was accustomed to say, whenever he would fall on his face in prayer: May the
Merciful One save us from the evil inclination. One day his wife heard him saying this prayer. She said:
After all, it has been several years since he has withdrawn from engaging in intercourse with me due to his
advanced years. What is the reason that he says this prayer, as there is no concern that he will engage in
sinful sexual behavior? One day, while he was studying in his garden, she adorned herself and repeatedly
walked past him. He said: Who are you? She said: | am Haruta, a well-known prostitute, returning from
my day at work. He propositioned her. She said to him: Give me that pomegranate from the top of the
tree as payment. He leapt up, went, and brought it to her, and they engaged in intercourse. When he came
home, his wife was lighting a fire in the oven. He went and sat inside it. She said to him: What is this? He
said to her: Such and such an incident occurred; he told her that he engaged in intercourse with a prostitute.
She said to him: It was I. He paid no attention to her, thinking she was merely trying to comfort him, until
she gave him signs that it was indeed she. He said to her: I, in any event, intended to transgress. The
Gemara relates: All the days of that righteous man he would fast for the transgression he intended to commit,
until he died by that death in his misery.

10. Talmud, Berachot 29a (Koren translation)
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And does [one who is initially righteous] not become wicked? Didn’t we learn in a mishna: Do not be sure of
yourself until the day you die, as Yohanan the High Priest served in the High Priesthood for eighty years and
ultimately became a Sadducee.

11. Rabbeinu Yonah to Avot 2:4 (Sefaria Community translation)
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This is learned out to be both about piety and about faith... Also concerning the matter of faith is this thing said,
that you not study from the heretics - and not even true things - as their damage is dangerous, lest the sinners
seduce you and you desire their words - as they pull in the heart... And if you might say, "I will accept the
good, and the bad I will not accept™; you should not rely upon your intellect, as Rabbi Meir [did] in his studying
in front of Elisha the heretic. [This] is found in Chagigah 15b - they said about him metaphorically, "he found a
pomegranate, he ate the inside, he threw out the peel.” [However,] not all people are the same. As you find
Yochanan the High Priest... As there is a very big punishment for even listening to them [speaking] words of
Torah; and as we say (Avodah Zarah 16b) about that sage that was delivered to the heretics; and they said to
him, "Maybe you heard heresy and it gave you pleasure, etc."”

12. Job 8:9 (Judaica Press translation)
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For we are of yesterday and know nothing, because our days on earth are like a shadow.

inipnb Yoanw 7Y 7727 R 170 28 (Do not judge your fellow until you have stood in his place)
13. Rabbeinu Yonah to Avot 2:4 (Sefaria Community translation)
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This is also from the topic that a person should not believe in himself and not overly rely on his intellect. And

when he sees his fellow in a high position and not acting correctly, he should not say, “If I would fill his place, I

would not do [one] evil thing from all the evil that he is doing." As you don't know [this] and you are no

different than he [as far as] being a person - and perhaps the position would sway you as well. [Only] when you

reach his place and his position and forego your [weaknesses, then] do you have the right to wonder about his

weaknesses.




14. Talmud, Sanhedrin 102b (Koren translation)
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One day Rav Ashi ended his lecture just before reaching the matter of the three kings. He said to his students:
Tomorrow we will begin the lecture with our colleagues the three kings, who, although they were sinners,
were Torah scholars like us. Manasseh, king of Judea, came and appeared to him in his dream. Manasseh
said to him angrily: You called us your colleague and the colleagues of your father? How dare you
characterize yourself as our equal? Manasseh said to him: | will ask you, from where are you required to
begin cutting a loaf of bread when reciting the blessing: Who brings forth bread from the earth? Rav Ashi said
to him: I do not know. Manasseh said to him: Even this, from where you are required to begin cutting a
loaf of bread when reciting the blessing: Who brings forth bread from the earth, you did not learn, and yet
you call us your colleague? Rav Ashi said to Manasseh: Teach me this halakha and tomorrow | will lecture
and cite it in your name during my public lecture delivered on the Festival. Manasseh said to him: One cuts
the loaf from where it crusts as a result of baking. Rav Ashi said to him: Since you were so wise, what is the
reason you engaged in idol worship? Manasseh said to him: Had you been there at that time, you would
have taken and lifted the hem of your cloak and run after me due to the fierce desire to engage in idol
worship and due to the fact that it was a common faith. The next day Rav Ashi said to the Sages as a prelude
to his lecture: We will begin with the treatment of our teachers, those kings who were greater than us in Torah
knowledge but whose sins caused them to lose their share in the World-to-Come.
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15. Rambam to Avot 2:4 (Sefaria Community translation)
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And something that cannot be heard is that the simple meaning of the words be very distant and negligible. And

[only] when the person examines them carefully will he see that they are true words. And he warns against this

path of speech, as he says, "Do not have your words require a distant explanation and extra examination and

[only] then will the listener understand them."

16. Rabbeinu Yonah to Avot 2:4 (Sefaria Community translation)
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As a person must guard and be careful from the possibility. Hence if you have a secret, do not tell it even to
someone who is your soulmate. And don't say, "[It is] impossible that this thing be heard, as there is no stranger
among us to transport these words." 'And in the end, everything is heard.' Even between you and yourself, do
not make it heard to your ears, as the rabbis, may their memory be blessed, metaphorically said (Berakhot 8b),
"Do not talk among the walls, for the walls have ears." And about this, Shlomo - peace be upon him - said
(Ecclesiastes 10:20), "for a bird of the air may carry the utterance, and a winged creature may report the word."

TIWR TaDRwsY N BR) (Do not say ""When | free myself of my concerns, | will study.'")
17. Rabbeinu Yonah to Avot 2:4 (Sefaria Community translation)
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Since 'you do not know what a [new] day will [bring]" and ‘they will also call you tomorrow," since they will
speak new matters and you will have to follow their paths. As there is no lack of new matters [requiring your
attention] every day. And it will come out that you will leave the world without Torah [knowledge]. But rather
you should “make your Torah fixed” (Avot 1:15) and your work flexible.
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