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TORAH AS THE

BENULTIMATE
VALLUE?

WORK VS. STUDY OR STUDY VS. ACTION?
RABBANIT MICHELLE COHEN FARBER

The weeks in between Passover and Shavuot traditionally include the study of Pirkei Avot
(Ethics of the Fathers). Join Beit Avi Chai's Annual Pirkei Avot series to uncover the depth,
meaning and relevance of some of Judaism’'s most fundamental ethical teachings and

maxims. In this session we will see the role of work vs. study or study vs. action and continue
to hear about the first international women's siyum hashas.
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PIRKEI AVOT CHABRTER b: MISHNAYQOT =5-b

By study, Attentive listening, Proper speech, By an understanding heart, By an intelligent heart, By
awe, By fear, By humility, By joy, By attending to the sages, By critical give and take with friends, By
fine argumentation with disciples, By clear thinking, By study of Scripture, By study of mishnah, By

a minimum of sleep, By a minimum of chatter, By a minimum of pleasure, By a minimum of frivolity,
By a minimum of preoccupation with worldly matters, By long-suffering, By generosity, By faith in
the sages, By acceptance of suffering. [Learning of Torah is also acquired by one] Who recognizes
his place, Who rejoices in his portion, Who makes a fence about his words, Who takes no credit for
himself, Who is loved, Who loves God, Who loves [his fellow] creatures, Who loves righteous ways,
Who loves reproof, Who loves uprightness, Who keeps himself far from honors, Who does not let

his heart become swelled on account of his learning, Who does not delight in giving legal decisions,
Who shares in the bearing of a burden with his colleague, Who judges with the scales weighted in
his favor, Who leads him on to truth, Who leads him on to peace, Who composes himself at his study,
Who asks and answers, Who listens [to others], and [himself] adds [to his knowledge], Who learns in
order to teach, Who learns in order to practice, Who makes his teacher wiser, Who is exact in what he

has learned, And who says a thing in the name of him who said it.
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MASECHET KALLAH RABATI CHAPTER S HALACHA B

Greater is learning Torah than the priesthood and royalty, for royalty is acquired by thirty stages, and
the priesthood by twenty-four, but the Torah by forty-eight things.

That royalty is acquired by thirty refers to silver, gold, wives, servants, maids, homes, vineyards,
gardens, fields, orchards..., officers..., horses, chariots, swords..., weapons..., advisors..., spies,
judgement, chesed, righteousness...

And priesthood is acquired by twenty-four stages refers to sin offerings, quilt offerings, peace
offerings..., showbread..., leftovers of meal offerings, teruma..., challa, first of the shearings..., pidyon
haben..., firstborn animals, first fruits (bikurim)...
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TALMUD BAVLI YOMA 238
First Story

They said about Hillel the Elder that each and every day he would work and earn a half-dinar, half

of which he would give to the guard of the study hall and half of which he spent for his sustenance
and the sustenance of the members of his family. One time he did not find employment to earn a
wage, and the guard of the study hall did not allow him to enter. He ascended to the roof, suspended
himself, and sat at the edge of the skylight in order to hear the words of the Torah of the living God
from the mouths of Shemaya and Avtalyon, the spiritual leaders of that generation.

That day was Shabbat eve and it was the winter season of Tevet, and snow fell upon him from the
sky. When it was dawn, Shemaya said to Avtalyon: Avtalyon, my brother, every day at this hour the
study hall is already bright from the sunlight streaming through the skylight, and today it is dark; is
it perhaps a cloudy day? They focused their eyes and saw the image of a man in the skylight. They
ascended and found him covered with snow three cubits high. They extricated him from the snow,
and they washed him and smeared oil on him, and they sat him opposite the bonfire to warm him.
They said: This man is worthy for us to desecrate Shabbat for him. Saving a life overrides Shabbat in
any case; however, this great man is especially deserving. Clearly, poverty is no excuse for the failure

to attempt to study Torah.
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Second Story
And if a wealthy man comes before the heavenly court, the members of the court say to

him: Why did you not engage in Torah? If he says: | was wealthy and preoccupied with managing my
possessions, they say to him: Were you any wealthier than Rabbi Elazar, who was exceedingly wealthy
and nevertheless studied Torah? They said about Rabbi Elazar ben Harsum that his father left him an
inheritance of one thousand villages on land, and corresponding to them, one thousand ships at sea.
And each and every day he takes a leather jug of flour on his shoulder and walks from city to city and
from state to state to study Torah from the Torah scholars in each of those places.

One time as he passed through the villages in his estate and his servants found him, did not recognize
him, and, thinking he was a resident of the town, they pressed him into service for the master of the
estate. He said to them: | beseech you; let me be and | will go study Torah. They said: We swear by
the life of Rabbi Elazar ben Harsum that we will not let you be. The Gemara comments: And in all his
days, he never went and saw all his possessions and his property; rather, he would sit and engage in
the study of Torah all day and all night.
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TALMUD BAVLI BERAKHOT 48

| only have a Torah source for Grace after Meals. From where is the obligation to recite the blessing of
the Torah derived? Several answers are offered:

Rabbi Yishmael said: It is derived through an a fortiori inference from Grace after Meals: Over food,
which is an aspect of temporal life, one recites a blessing, all the more so one recites a blessing over
the Torah, which is eternal life.

Rabbi Kiyya bar NaXmani, the student of Rabbi Yishmael, says in the name of Rabbi Yishmael: This a
fortiori inference is not necessary, as this halakha can be derived from the same verse from which
Grace after Meals is derived, as it states: "For the good land that He gave [natan] you,” and below,
with regard to the Torah, it says: "And | will give [ve'etna] you the stone tablets, and the Torah and the
mitzva, which | have written, that you may teach them" (Exodus 24:12). Here, just as giving with regard
to the good land requires a blessing, giving with regard to the Torah requires a blessing.

Rabbi Yehuda ben Beteira says: Proof for a blessing over the Torah from a different verse is not
necessary, as it says: "For the good [hatova] land." Two different matters are derived from different
aspects of the word hatova: Tova, that is Torah, as it says: “For | have given you good [tov] teachings,
do not forsake My Torah” (Proverbs 4:2); hatova, that is the building of Jerusalem, as it says: “This good

mountain [hatov] and Lebanon.”
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