Toldot Shimshon

by Rabbi Shimshon Chaim Nachmani zt”1
Published Livorno 1776

Chapter I — Prologue
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“All Israel have a portion in the World-to-Come, as it is said, ‘And your people, all of
them righteous, shall possess the Land for all time; they are the shoot of My planting, My
handiwork in which I glory’ (Isaiah 60:21).”!

G-d gave Torah to the Jewish people as a guideline for life, with a desire to reward us for
practicing the commandments. This requires Torah study, so that we can properly understand these
commandments and how to fulfill them. An important complement to the Torah learning is the
study of the ethical teachings of Pirkei Avot, which is learned every Sabbath between Passover
and Shavuot.
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The light and the goodness reserved for you will shine,’ for “the Holy One, Blessed be
He, wanted to grant merit to Israel. Therefore, He gave them Torah and commandments in
abundance.”’ “A praise for all His faithful ones, for the children of Israel, the people close to
Him,” for even their conversation and their customs require analysis.’

’ English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays available at http://zstorah.com

! The prologue, which is read as an introduction to each chapter of Pirkei Avot, is taken from Mishnah Sanhedrin
10:1, Sanhedrin 90a.

2In the Hebrew original, the initial letters of the first four words are printed in bold, and spell the Tetragrammaton,
the four-lettered name of G-d.

3 This teaching by Rabbi Chananiah ben Akashya comes from Mishnah Makkot 3:16; Makkot 23b. It is read as a
conclusion of each chapter of Pirkei Avot.

4Ps. 148:14.

5 Avodah Zarah 19b: “ ‘[He is like a tree planted beside streams of water, which yields its fruit in season] and
whose leaf does not wither [and whatever he does prospers]’ (Ps. 1:3). Rav Acha bar Adda says Rav says, and some
say Rav Acha bar Abba says Rav Hamnuna says Rav says, that even the ordinary conversation of Torah scholars
requires analysis, as it is stated, ‘And whose leaf does not wither.”
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The commentators “did well to speak thus,”®’

praising what all Israel did, may G-d
preserve them, to review the chapters of tractate Pirkei Avot every Sabbath of the Sabbaths
between Passover and Shavuot.? the latter marking the reception of the Torah at Mount Sinai.
For “the designation of something is significant,”” to prepare themselves “by the preparation
of Rabba,”!? i.e., preparing in advance of the holiday, to receive the Holy Torah. “This day
caused”!! “the name of Israel to be adopted,”'? the day of the Holy holiday of Shavuot, in the
way of, “My son, heed the discipline of your father, and do not forsake the instruction of your
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mother,”'> and “if there is no proper conduct, there is no Torah,”'* and “proper conduct

precedes Torah,”'> as is known.
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But we have seen “a lampstand entirely of gold, with a bowl above it.”'® From the

Mishnah “All Israel have a portion in the World-to-Come,” and her place stands in parallel to
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its appearance in the 11" chapter of tractate Sanhedrin,'’ “and of what they have experienced

®Deut. 5:25, “The L-rd heard the plea that you made to me, and the L-rd said to me, ‘I have heard the plea that
this people made to you; they did well to speak thus.” ”

7“The commentators” may include Rabbi Shimon ben Tzemach Duran (1361-1444) (“the Rashbatz”), Magen
Avot (Livorno 1762); Rabbi Solomon ben Isaac Levi (1532—-1600), Lev Avot (Thessaloniki 1565); Rabbi Samuel ben
Isaac de Ugeda (1500s), Midrash Shmuel (Venice 1579).

8 The Hebrew text uses the word Atzeret, which is the Talmudic term for Shavuot. See Mishnah Rosh Hashana
1:2; Rosh Hashana 16a; Pesachim 68b.

% Berachot 23b: “And according to Abaye, who said [that the] designation [of an item] is significant [as he holds
that all relevant halachot apply to an object once it’s designated for a specific purpose, whether or not it has been
already used for that purpose].”

10 Beitzah 2b—4a.

11 Pesachim 68b: “Rav Yosef, on the day of Shavuot, said: Prepare me a third-born calf. He said: If not for this
day that caused [us to have the Torah], how many Yosefs would there be in the market?” L.e., if not for the Torah, he
would have been a common man, but as a scholar he recognizes his obligation to rejoice on Shavuot.

12 Cf. Isaiah 44:5, “One shall say, ‘I am the L-rd’s,” another shall use the name of ‘Jacob,” another shall mark his
arm ‘of the L-rd’s’ and adopt the name of ‘Israel.”

13 Prov. 1:8.

14 Pirkei Avot 3:17.

15 Lev. Rabbah 9:3.

16 Zech. 4:2

17 1e., as discussed in footnote 1, our Mishnah, “All Israel have a portion in the World-to-Come,” is taken from
Mishnah Sanhedrin 10:1. However, in the Gemara, it appears at the beginning of the 11 chapter, page 90a.
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in this matter,”'® “and we still need the knowledge.”'” I.e., if Pirkei Avot is the “lampstand
entirely of gold,” then the Prologue, “All Israel have a portion in the World-to-Come,” is the bowl
above it. In Sanhedrin, it stands to teach that even sinners deserving of the death penalty have a
part in the World-to-Come. While not formally a part of Pirkei Avot, it has traditionally been added
as a Prologue to each chapter. According to Machzor Vitri,*® it is added to Pirkei Avot to teach less
knowledgeable Jews that they shouldn’t give up on repentance or redemption; that they shouldn’t
lose hope because of the sins they have committed.

Toldot Shimshon now begins to ask questions about the text of the Prologue.
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“Since this has come to hand, let us say something about it,”>' of what the
commentators advanced to question and to investigate.

Question 1: That is, what need was there for the Tanna?? of our Mishnah to bring the
ending of the verse Isaiah 60:21, “They are the shoot of My planting, My handiwork in which
I glory”? For the beginning of the verse of Scripture, “And your people, all of them righteous,
shall possess the Land for all time”—by which “Land” is referring to “the land of the

»25__js fine on its own. L.e., the interpretation “your people . . . shall possess the Land [of

living
the living] for all time” means that Israel will have eternal life. Thus, we learn from this beginning
of Isaiah 60:21 that “All Israel have a portion in the World-to-Come.” So why did the Tanna
quote the entire verse? We will see that the answer to this question also answers a question
regarding the verse itself: How is its beginning connected with its ending?

Question 2: Also, what is the meaning of the spoken Scripture, regarding the word
pronounced ma’ta’ai [yon] [“My planting”], for which ma’ta’o [ivvn] [“his planting”] is
written? I.e., the Masoretic tradition tells us that the word is to be pronounced one way, but written
a different way.

18 Esther 9:26.

19 Sefer haChinuch 92:2.

20 Machzor Vitri was authored by Rabbi Simcha ben Shmuel of Vitry (d. 1105), French Talmudist, a student of
Rashi, though the included commentary on Pirkei Avot was authored by another of Rashi’s students, Jacob ben
Samson.

2l Bava Kamma 89a.

22 A rabbinic sage of the Mishnah.

2 Deut. 30:19; Ps. 142:6.
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That is, from the start, the Tanna advanced that all Israel have a portion in the World-
to-Come, and specifically all Israel, and not the nations. “For the L-rd’s portion is His
people,”?* for they are called “His portion,” as we say when we make a blessing upon seeing
sages of Israel and kings of Israel, “Who has apportioned of His wisdom and His glory to
those who revere Him.”? Indeed, regarding the sages and Kkings of the nations, we don’t say
“Who has apportioned,” but instead we say, “Who has given,”?° because they are not the portion
of the Holy One, Blessed be He.

QTR P 07107 nivIR PRy "o 2np "onpk" ,"ank a7x" 2" enian MRy an Y 0°92pn7 1203 19)
YITR2 RDORTD LTIWRIT 2TR2 NIMONY NP 17,2507 730 10w ORI 92 DY niwoid) nimng) ningin Sy

"opx™ ,"o7R" MY XN 0P ninwl 273 23¥,"0nR 07X 1ME 1971 ,99) "PIRTIIRNR 0 AbR" pi0p 7y
VIR TON VR ORI v " 20007 ,"T0R v R IRP1 A7 aven LY 002K) NI

The Kabbalists>’ also wrote about what our rabbis, of blessed memory, said, “ ‘For
you, My flock, flock that I tend, you are man [Adam] [27%]; and I am your G-d.”*® You, the Jewish
people, are called ‘man,’ but the gentiles are not called ‘man.’ ”?° For all “the neshamot, and
the ruchot, and the nefashot*° of all Israel who were on the side of good, were included and
dependent upon the first man [Adam], as it brought in the midrash®' on the verse, “Where
were you when I laid the earth’s foundations?”*? Therefore, [the rabbis] said, “you are man
[Adam],” that all of the general characteristics of their souls were the soul of Adam, and you
are his sparks of holiness and limbs. For this reason, Israel is called “one nation,” as it is
written, “And who is like Your people Israel, a unique nation on earth.”>>

24 Deut. 32:9.

25 Berachot 58a. For seeing a Jewish sage, the blessing is “Who has apportioned of His wisdom to those who
revere Him.” For seeing a Jewish king, the blessing is, “Who has apportioned of His glory to those who revere Him.”

26 Berachot 58a. For seeing a non-Jewish sage, the blessing is “Who has given of His wisdom to flesh and blood.”
For seeing a non-Jewish king, the blessing is, “Who has given of His glory to flesh and blood.”

27 Rabbi Chaim Vital (1542-1620), Sefer haGilgulim, chapter 1.

28 Ezek. 34:31.

2 Yevamot 61a.

30 For our purposes here, neshamot, ruchot, and nefashot can all be translated as “souls.” A more nuanced
translation might be to refer to the neshama as the life force, to the ruach as the spirit, and to the nefesh as the soul.

31 Ex. Rabbah 40:3: “While Adam was still a lifeless mass, G-d showed him all the righteous people that would
descend from him. There were some that hung on Adam’s hair and others on his head; some on his forehead, on his
eyes, nose, mouth, ear; some on his earlobes.”

32 Job 38:4.

311 Sam. 7:23; see also I Chron. 17:21.



VR "AWMYA" ARy DI 98 "AINY" WIRRT? ,TYIRT T2 17V 133 IIT) DIRT KT P WiTRT MR7wR?
21 N2YNT 07) ,07N XUOW I0R AR .90 92p 708 927 ,0W 2°17vnn 19U 000287 92 7 .y X9 nihwn
T2 17T 01 WRNR WX - D792 TR DY INIRa wWRnay 101082 nitnRIT niied niaviad niXy Tiv 031,902
9 MR P %Y 310 02 NIRDY LRI 17 7 niaied ningaa nijgd 237y 717 292,07 92 oy 19302 o

v 77IR5 POy o7 By on MIRI7 Phn 2iwdh X2 0Riva »0h nioin X 7112 UiTpa MY 122

When the Holy One, Blessed be He, took the man [Adam] and placed him in the
Garden of Eden and taught him Torah, as it says in the Zohar [:27a on Gen. 2:15, the word “to
work it” refers to the positive commandments, and the word “and to guard it” refers to the
negative commandments.>* There, all of his limbs became refined to fulfill the commandments,
and each [limb] received his portion, i.e., reward. This is so even after Adam sinned, when the
souls became mixed with the k/ipot, the husks of spiritual impurity, and caused the mixing up of
good and evil, and also caused these good souls that had grasped his limbs to become
“clothed” with the same limbs of the “despicable man” [4dam HaBelial], the good head mixing
with the evil head, etc. the good hands mixing with the evil hands, the good feet mixing with the
evil feet. Despite all this, in every generation, good souls will exit from the evil, and they come
to this world through the commandment of being fruitful and multiplying that the Holy One,
Blessed be He, commanded,*> and they merit life in the World-to-Come, to take a portion
suitable for them based on their occupation in the Torah and the commandments.
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This is what the Tanna wanted to prove, that all Israel has a portion in the World-to-
Come, that even those who were led astray in the husks of spiritual impurity, nevertheless,
they have a portion in the World-to-Come, “and he that is banished will not be banished.”>°
The exception are those who leave the category of Israel, whom the Tanna names afterwards,
saying “and these are those who have no portion in the World-to-Come,”*’ for they are the

34 Gen. 2:15: “The L-rd G-d took the man and placed him in the garden of Eden, to work it [/ avda] [772¥%] and
to guard it [ul shamra] [A72091].”

35 Gen. 1:28.

36 11 Sam. 14:14.

37 Mishnah Sanhedrin 10:1; Sanhedrin 90a: “And these are those who have no portion in the World-to-Come:
One who says: There is no resurrection of the dead [derived] from the Torah, and [one who says]: Torah is not from
Heaven, and an apikores [who treats the Torah and Torah scholars with contempt]. Rabbi Akiva says: Also one who
reads external literature, and one who whispers [invocations] over a wound and says [as an invocation for healing]:
‘Every illness that I placed upon Egypt I will not place upon you, for I am the L-rd, your Healer’ (Ex. 15:26). Abba
Shaul says: Also one who pronounces the name [of G-d] with its letters [i.e., the Tetragrammaton].”
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souls that come from the bad side, for they already separated out and discarded the good that
was within them.
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[The Tanna] brings proof from the verse, “And your people, all of them righteous,
shall possess the Land for all time,” as we said above, “the Land” refers to the “Land of the
living,” and thus the verse is saying that Israel will possess the Land [of the living] for all time,
i.e., that Israel will have eternal life. The Future-to-Come for all the children of Zion, which is
the congregation of Israel, which is all Israel, all of them will be righteous, and they will merit
life in the World-to-Come,*® which is called “eternal life.”*° This is the meaning of, “shall
possess the Land for all time,” which is the Land of the living.
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Question 1 asked why the ending of the verse Isaiah 60:21 was included in the Mishnah.
The answer is that perhaps you will say, how is it possible that all of them will be righteous,
for aren’t there many wicked besides those named afterward by the Tanna? Also, there are
some righteous who have not completed their correction in observance of all the 613
commandments, and it should not be said about them that “they shall possess the Land for
all time.”
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Because of this, [the Tanna] brings the ending of the verse, “they are the shoot of My
planting” etc. That the Holy One, Blessed be He, planted seedlings in the world, and amongst
them He blesses and combines some shoot from the tree worthy of repair. That is, He sends
those souls by sod ibur, a temporary and beneficial possession of a living person’s body by a

3 Some rabbis, such as Maimonides (Rambam), believe that the World-to-Come (olam haba) or synonymous
Future-to-Come (atid lavo) describe an entirely spiritual existence for souls, whereas Nachmanides (Ramban) believes
it relates to an existence on Earth where spirituality and physicality are merged.

39 Berachot 21a.



righteous soul,*’ or by reincarnation, amongst other people who are the seedlings of the Holy
One, Blessed be He. This is known to Kabbalists*' from the verse, “Truly, G-d does all these
things two or three times to a man.”*’ In this way, if one has a deficiency and requires
completion, He will make him whole, and He will repair the breakdown and defect of one
needing repair, and thus “all of them are righteous,” connecting the verse’s beginning and ending.
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Question 2 asked why Isaiah 60:21 included a word pronounced differently than it was
written. The answer is that Because most of the reincarnations and the iburim*’ are from one
root, as is written in the fifth chapter of the manuscript of Sefer haGilgulim, therefore it is
written “his planting” [iYvn] [ma ta o] with a vav. That is, it’s his root, referring not to G-d but
to the original roots that the Kabbalists have identified, such as Cain, Abel, Adam, Eve, etc. — it is
his ibur and his reincarnation and his planting, those of the original incarnation. But it is
pronounced “My planting” [°yvn] [ma ta’ai], i.e., referring to G-d’s planting, which includes
everyone of whatever type they will be.
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Thus, we read it as “My handiwork,” which are all the creations, they are called the
handiwork of the hands of the Holy One, Blessed be He, they are that “in which I glory,”
because all of them were repaired and made whole.

40 In non-Kabbalistic terms, sod ibur, “the secret of the pregnancy,” relates to the intercalation of the Jewish
calendar, deciding when an extra day or leap month was needed, which required a “secret” council prior to the fixing
of the calendar by Hillel II. However, in the Kabbalistic terminology being discussed here, sod ibur relates to a
temporary and beneficial possession of a living person’s body by a righteous soul. The living person may know that
it has taken place, and may have consented to it, or may not even know that it has taken place. The objective of the
righteous soul is to complete an important task, such as to fulfill a promise or to fulfill a commandment.

41 Rabbi Chaim Vital (1542-1620), Sefer haGilgulim, chapter 4.

4 Job 33:29. That this refers to reincarnation is discussed, e.g., in Zohar 11:114b; Zohar Chadash, Ki Teitzei 16;
Tikkunei Zohar 22b:2 and 76b:4; Rabbi Chaim Vital (1542—1620), Sha 'ar haGilgulim 2:8 (“And this matter which is
an incarnation in life, is called by the sages ‘sod ha’ibur,” and this is the difference that there is between a gilgul
[reincarnation] and an ibur”).

4 Le., people experiencing a spiritual possession via sod ha’ibur, as discussed above.
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An alternate answer to question 2: Also, it can be said that the reading of the Scripture
as “My planting,” comes to hint at the difficulty and great doubt that exists regarding
reincarnation, such that the pious and holy men who are in the Land did not have to depart
from the world until they completed their part of the 613 commandments, in order that they
would not have to reincarnate further.

Accordingly, we see that it is the will of the Holy One, Blessed be He, that there are
deceased Jews, and those who reincarnate in order to complete their corrections, such as our
teacher Moses, peace be upon him. It was difficult for him to die, because he wanted to
complete all the correction necessary for him; but the Holy One, Blessed be He, decreed death
upon him.

To complete his correction, they said about him in the Tikunim, i.e., the Tikunei
haZohar, that the soul of Moses spread out to six hundred thousand generations, and the
meaning is that, it’s because he needed to complete the correction of one part of him, for he
was a very great man, and his reincarnations will not be completed so swiftly.**
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Because of this, we pronounce it as “My planting,” because these plantings come from
the will of the Holy One, Blessed be He, for if He had not decreed death upon Moses, he

4 Tikkunei Zohar, 69" essay, page 112a: “Rabbi Shimon said: Friends, certainly the Holy One, Blessed be He,
will agree with us, that the worlds above and below will be with us in this combination. Happy is the generation in
which this is revealed, that the future of all is to be renewed by the hand of Moses at the end of days in the final
generation. This is to fulfill the Scripture, 7:7°% X33 mow-nn [“What has happened before, will happen again’] (Eccl.
1:9), and in which o3¢z inw-yionna [‘from His dwelling place, He gazes’] (Ps. 33:14). [For both quotations, the
highlighted letters spell “Moses.”] ‘Happy is the people who have it so’ (Ps. 144:5) [i? g2z oy *wR] [the Gematria
of the highlighted word is the same as the Gematria of “Moses”], ‘happy is the people whose G-d is the L-rd.’

“About this, it is said that there is no generation less than sixty myriad [souls], and about him it is said, ‘the word
which He commanded to a thousand generations’ (Ps. 105:8), and [his soul] has spread out in every generation, and
in every righteous person and every wise person who engages in Torah, for sixty myriads, to complete all from their
deficiencies. This is the esoteric secret of the matter — ‘He was wounded because of our sins’ (Isaiah 53:5), for he is
equal to all, as the masters of the Mishnah clarified: One woman gave birth to six hundred thousand, and who is that?
[Jochebed, who bore] Moses, who is equivalent to sixty myriads of Israel]. Because of that, it says about him, ‘one
generation goes [and another generation comes]’ (Eccl. 1:4). [This means that they come] to the same world, and [that]
the generation that comes will come like that of the past.”

8



would have corrected everything, and there would not have been a need to plant new
plantings for his correction. As we find in Daniel, in which it is written, “But you, go on to
the end; you shall rest, and arise to your destiny at the end of the days,”* that means that he
should rest so that he shouldn’t come again as a reincarnation, for he has already completed
his correction.
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In any case, it’s written “his planting” with a vav, because there are many people who

would have been able to complete their correction in the days of their lives, but nevertheless

don’t complete them, because they were lazy and negligent, or because they sinned, G-d

forbid, and because of this they needed to be reincarnated another time. Indeed, this

reincarnation and the new planting comes about because of this man’s negligence and the

like, and this is the meaning of “the shoot of his planting,” i.e., referring to the negligence of the
man in his previous incarnation.

Toldot Shimshon now addresses a comment of Rashi on the Mishnah, “All Israel have a
portion in the World-to-Come.”
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In this way, we will clarify some language of Rashi, of blessed memory, who wrote
there in Sanhedrin (90a), in explanation of this opening of chapter 11, “All Israel have a portion
in the World-to-Come.” This is his language, that: “From the outset, i.c., from the earlier
chapters of Sanhedrin, [the Mishnah] discusses four [types of] deaths [meted out by the court],
and now in this chapter explains “all,” i.e., that “all Israel have a portion in the World-to-Come,”
and then it goes back to explain those who have no portion in the World-to-Come,” listing a
few categories of sinners, such as one who disputes the Divinity of the Torah.*®

[Commentators]*” wondered about this statement of Rashi, that what is the connection
he is talking about, that [the Tanna] goes back to explain those that have no portion in the
World-to-Come. How is that relevant to the explanation of the opening of Chapter 11 that “All
Israel have a portion in the World-to-Come”?

4 Dan. 12:13.

46 See above, footnote 37.

47 Solomon ben Isaac Levi (1532-1600), Lev Avot (Thessaloniki 1565), also quoted by Rabbi Samuel ben Isaac
de Ugeda (1500s), Midrash Shmuel (Venice 1579).
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It appears that it is difficult for [Rashi] that it says, “All Israel have a portion in the
World-to-Come,” for aren’t there those that have no portion in the World-to-Come, for because
of their wickedness they lost their portion? Thus, perhaps it’s not proper to say “all” Israel
have a portion in the World-to-Come? To explain away this concern, it should have said that these
are those that have a portion in the World-to-Come, that even though they sinned and violated
the commandments and deserve death at the hands of the court, nevertheless, their deaths
serve as their atonement; and therefore, they still have a portion in the World-to-Come.
Afterward, it should have said, these are those who have no portion in the World-to-Come, then
listed the categories of sinners whose wickedness is not forgiven.
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Therefore, Rashi expounded on this opening that “All Israel have a portion in the
World-to-Come,” and that [the Tanna] goes back to explain these are the ones that have no
such portion. This is because the explanation “All Israel” means to say: All of these souls that
are called “Israel”—that is, who are spiritually Israel—that is, those from the side of good
contained in the first man—they have a portion in the World-to-Come, as we have said, and
as is brought from the verse, “the shoot of My planting.” This is so even for those who
received the four death penalties meted out by the court, even they will have a portion in the
World-to-Come.

Then [the Tanna] goes back to say that these are ones who have no portion in the World-
to-Come, that after it taught the law of everyone who is called “Israel,” it goes back and
explains the law of those who are not called Israel spiritually, who do not come from the side
of good, but only from the bad side of the first man, and who have separated out and discarded
the good that was within them, and they have no portion in the World-to-Come.

This ending that we learn, those who have no portion in the World-to-Come, is not at all
speaking of those whose name is Israel from a spiritual point of view, but rather it speaks of a
few specific categories of people, such as one who has rejected the Divinity of Torah.

In contrast, the beginning that we learn, those who do have a portion in the World-to-
Come, is speaking of all Israel spiritually, such as one who accepts the Divinity of Torah and who
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is respectful to the Torah and its scholars, even if he has violated its precepts to the point of
receiving a death penalty from the court, and thus the Tanna specifically teaches “all Israel have
a portion in the World-to-Come.”

Toldot Shimshon now discusses the reason that the Prologue has been traditionally added
to each chapter of Pirkei Avot.
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The reason that all of Israel is accustomed to repeat this Mishnah before each and
every chapter of tractate Pirkei Avot, is because we hold in accordance with the teaching that
one who wants to be pious should fulfill the words of tractate Pirkei Avot,** which are a
correction for the body and soul.

“He should fulfill the words of tractate Pirkei Avot” means that he should fulfill all of
them. Regarding this, we can question: Aren’t the ethical teachings of tractate Pirkei Avot
learned from many sages, and one who says this teaching of his own, doesn’t say that teaching
of his fellow? It’s also possible, that one sage never thinks to fulfill the ethical teaching of his
fellow, rather that each says only what he is personally careful about, and nothing more. Why
should the obligation be added to us to fulfill everything, more than what they were doing,
for wasn’t it enough that each and every one of them fulfilled what one Tanna*® said, and
nothing more?
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It can be said, that it’s indeed so, that one who wants to be pious needs to fulfill all of
Pirkei Avot, despite the fact that it’s possible that each of the Tannaim was concerned only to

48 Bava Kamma 30a: “Rav Yehuda says: One who wants to be pious should fulfill the words of [tractate] Nezikin
[so as to avoid causing damage to others]. Rava said [he should fulfill] the words of [tractate Pirkei] Avot. And some
say [he should fulfill] the words of [tractate] Berakhot.”

4 The first three Mishnayot of Pirkei Avot cite teachings of Moses, Joshua, the elders, the prophets, the Men of
the Great Assembly, Shimon the Righteous, and Antigonus of Socho, and the next 12 Mishnayot cite teachings of the
five pairs of Zugot. The “Tannaim” (plural of “Tanna”) typically refer to rabbis who came after the Zugot, but here,
the term “Tanna” can include even those teachers of the first 15 Mishnayot, viz, Moses through the Zugot.
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fulfill what each said. Or, as Rabbi Ovadia of Bartenura®® explained in the first chapter of
our Mechilta,’! i.e. on Pirkei Avot 1:2: “Every [instance of] ‘Rabbi So-and-so says’ [means]
‘He would say,” which in [the context] of this tractate, the meaning [of these words] is ‘He was
accustomed to saying such a thing constantly.” ”

The reason will be understood by what was written in the manuscript of Sefer
haGilgulim, chapter 4, that the first Tannaim knew what their deficiencies were. Therefore,
regarding the remaining commandments that they hadn’t mentioned, they had already fulfilled
them in other incarnations. Therefore, they weren’t so careful about them, for if so, there
would be no end to the matter. Since they had already fulfilled whatever commandment in
whatever other incarnation, there was no need to fulfill it in the current incarnation. That is,
the concept of reincarnation is to allow someone to fulfill a commandment that he had not fulfilled
in the past. There is no expectation that in a particular incarnation, a person will live a perfect life
and fulfill all 613 commandments, without sin, for that is beyond human capability. If that were
the expectation, then there would have to be an endless series of reincarnations for that soul.
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This is what they say in the Gemara: “Rabbi So-and-so asked Rabbi Such-and-such:
In what was your father especially vigilant? He answered, in [the commandment of] ritual
fringes [zzitzit]. One day, he was climbing the stairs [when] a string [from his ritual fringes] was
severed, and he would not descend until he placed [a new string] on [the garment].”> It appears
from the question that they thought it was normal if they were careful about one commandment,
more than the other commandments. This is difficult, for they say, “Be careful with a light
commandment as with a grave one, for you do not know the reward [for the fulfillment] of the
commandments.”® Rather, because they knew what their deficiencies were, they would
endeavor to complete their deficiencies.
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But for the rest of mankind, who do not know for what reason they came into the
world and what their deficiencies are, they need to fulfill all the commandments, and
therefore the Tanna warned us, “Be careful with a light commandment as with a grave one.”

30 The first edition of Toldot Shimshon included the Hebrew commentary of Rabbi Ovadia of Bartenura (c. 1445—
c. 1515), Italian rabbi. This has not been included in the current translation.

! “Mechilta” typically refers to a midrash halacha on the Book of Exodus, either the Mechilta of Rabbi Yishmael
or the Mechilta of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai. Here, however, “Mechilta” refers to Pirkei Avot.

52 Shabbat 118b, which identifies the rabbis as both being named Rav Yosef, the second being the son of Rabba.

33 Pirkei Avot 2:1, quoting Rabbi [Judah ha-Nasi].

12



RN ,ATIR? ARTRY TIN TITIY 0T XY 32 DY TH? T RD2PR DIV ARY ninwa iRy 7 oW
X5 N L,O°RINT ANIRA TON RID MR 0P 13,000 .‘IW’?W N 2% " D’?_;?? 1% PRY X0 O7R RiDY
229 102 97Ty 30 "YU T3 ,P2m D7 W PR 93 YW I mawn wrTp) 200 D3R PR mImn) 1097
00V M DYTP T 0OV LDNIAT TR AP WY WIITI YT K9 00 2°7Wa? 073 23730a7 1% 108
,092 01p2 DIAYY UR 220N A7 oy L"IRTIY YT NARTND) X023 TIVPR"Y DIt 12 PRY o 077
.27 021¥% "undoh oMnmo N 23y
Because of this, on these same Sabbaths that we learn this tractate, to teach the
children of Israel the moral teachings and the proper conduct that precedes the Torah, it’s
possible that a man will come and will say that it’s necessary only to fulfill two or three of
[the teachings], as one Tanna from these Tannaim was saying, and nothing more.
Therefore, Israel was wise in their good custom, and they prefaced this Mishnah of
“All Israel have a portion in the World-to-Come,” “the shoot of My planting,” etc., to inform
us that each of us needs to reincarnate in order to complete his deficiency. In any case, we
know that distinction between us and the Tannaim, for they knew what their deficiency was,
something that is not so in our generations, for “there is no longer any prophet; no one among
us knows for how long.”>* For this reason, we need to endeavor to fulfill all of [the teachings
of Pirkei Avot], and all of the commandments, “for our good always, that He might preserve
us alive,”>> for the World-to-Come.

% %k %

34 Ps. 74:9.
3 Deut. 6:24, “And the L-rd commanded us to do all these statutes, to fear the L-rd our G-d, for our good always,

that He might preserve us alive, as it is at this day.”
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