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Chapter I — Mishnah 6
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Yehoshua ben Perachiah and Nittai the Arbelite received [the oral tradition] from
them. Yehoshua ben Perachiah used to say: Appoint for yourself a rav [“a superior” or “a
teacher”], and acquire for yourself a colleague, and judge all men favorably.
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The Toldot Shimshon first interprets the Mishnah as: “Appoint for yourself a superior.”
Happy is the one who waits for the day' “that the king’s command and decree
arrive,”” as in the end of tractate Berachot, it is said:

Rabbi Avin Halevi said: If one forces the moment [by attempting to take
advantage of an undeserved opportunity], the moment forces him [and he is
unsuccessful]. If one yields to the moment, the moment yields to him. This is
like an incident of Rabba and Rav Yosef, for Rav Yosef was Sinai [i.e., a well-
read scholar], and Rabba was one who uproots mountains [i.e., skilled in debate].
The moment arrived when they were needed [to lead the yeshiva]. [They sent]
there, [to Israel, asking]: Which takes precedence, Sinai or one who uproots
mountains? They sent to them: Sinai takes precedence, for everyone needs the
owner of the wheat [i.e., one who is expert in the sources]. Nevertheless, Rav
Yosef did not accept, as the Chaldean [astrologers] told him: You will preside
[as head of the yeshiva] for two years. [He deferred to] Rabba, who presided 22
years. [After his death,] Rav Yosef presided for two and a half years.

- Berachot 64a
Even though Rav Yosef didn’t immediately take the appointment (i.e., “force the
moment”), he still eventually attained the position. But if the Torah scholars in Israel favored Rav
Yosef, why would it have been considered taking advantage of an undeserved opportunity if he
had accepted the position? The Toldot Shimshon discusses this now.

’ English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://zstorah.com
' Cf. Dan. 12:12.
2 Esther 4:3 and 8:17. Verses 2:8 and 9:1 are similar.
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There in the first chapter, it is said that where someone is not acquiescent to his
superior, he should not live next to him.’
In the 12t chapter of tractate Ketubot, it is said that:

[Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi instructed that] Chanina bar Chama will sit at the
head [of the yeshiva]. Rabbi Chanina did not accept [this appointment], because
Rabbi Afes was older than him by two and a half years. [Thus,] Rabbi Afes sat at
the head [of the yeshiva], and Rabbi Chanina sat outside [as it was unbefitting for
him to sit as a student before Rabbi Afes]. And Levi came and sat [and studied]
with him [outside]. When Rabbi Afes died, Rabbi Chanina was made head [of
the yeshiva], Levi did not have anyone to sit [and study] with [outside the yeshiva,
and it was unbefitting for him to sit as a student before Rabbi Chanina], and so he
came to Babylonia.

- Ketubot 103b

Thus, Rabbi Chanina, who hadn’t accepted that Rabbi Afes was greater than himself,
was not acquiescent to Rabbi Afes. Thus explains Rashi there.

In contrast, reasons Toldot Shimshon, Rav Yosef felt that Rabba was more distinguished,
and that was why he deferred to him.* In this way, the plain meaning of the Mishnah will be
understood. Even though the time has come for you to rule, if you distance yourself so that
your colleague (who is greater than you in distinction) will rise, you will merit length of days
such as Rav Yosef. That is, what was decreed for you from your own distinction will not be
lost from you. This is the meaning of “appoint for yourself a superior.” If you believe that
another is more distinguished, you should defer to him, and by doing so, you are “appointing for
yourself a superior.”
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The Toldot Shimshon now discusses the teaching, “acquire for yourself a colleague.”
If your fellow, when he will be head, will become haughty, “acquire for yourself a
colleague,” as Levi did with Rabbi Chanina. As discussed above, Ketubot 103b teaches that

3 Berachot 8a.
4 This disagrees with Rashi, who reasoned that Rav Yosef thought it would be a lifetime appointment, and that if
he accepted the position immediately, that would mean he only had two more years to live.
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Rabbi Chanina deferred becoming head of the yeshiva, essentially “appointing himself a superior”
in the form of Rabbi Afes. However, Levi chose not to learn under Rabbi Afes, and instead
“acquired a colleague” by clinging to Rabbi Chanina. But this was a mistake on Levi’s part, for
Rabbi Afes was not haughty! Berachot 18b discusses whether the dead are aware of the events on
earth. The Gemara there explains that Shmuel’s father stored money for orphans, but died without
having told his son where the money was hidden. Shmuel went to the cemetery and told the dead
that he wanted to speak with his father. They sent him to the Heavenly yeshiva, where he saw Levi
sitting outside. Why was Levi punished, such that after death he wasn’t granted access to the
yeshiva on high? Shmuel asked Levi, who explained that it was because of all those years that
he upset Rabbi Afes by not entering his yeshiva. Had Rabbi Afes been haughty during his
leadership of the yeshiva, Levi would have been justified in not “appointing himself a superior” in
Rabbi Afes, but instead “acquiring himself a colleague” in Rabbi Chanina. But he erred, because
Rabbi Afes was not haughty during his leadership. Despite the fact that Rafti Afes wasn’t
haughty, Levi didn’t want to be subordinate to him.
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The Toldot Shimshon now discusses the teaching, ‘‘judge all men favorably.”

Even if [the leader] seemingly becomes haughty regarding his distinction, do not judge
him harshly, saying that he initially sought to be the leader, i.e., that he was haughty and rushed
to accept the leadership, while another may have been more deserving. Rather, judge him
favorably, as in the 13™ chapter of tractate Menachot, page 109b:

Rabbi Yehoshua ben Perachya said: Initially, regarding anyone who
said “Ascend to [the position of Nasi]”, I would tie him up and place him in
front of a lion. [I.e., he was initially modest and did not seek the leadership role.]
Now [that I have become the Nasi], regarding anyone who tells me to leave [the
position], I am throwing a kettle of boiling [water]| at him.

- Menachot 109b
Since [the topic] has come to our hands, we need to investigate why there was a change in
language and his outlook. Why, specifically, when told to ascend to be Nasi, would he tie him
up and place him in front of a lion, and when told to descend from the position, would he throw
a kettle of boiling water at him? It can be said that this is a great principal, that the position of
authority buries those that have it,” and once one ascends to it, it is impossible to leave it, and
the person must necessarily die in the position.

3 Pesachim 87b.



ST TR AT L 00 DIWM LADRT 2197 W7 ,NN207 397 iN91dP 1AinY X3y Rp1 A%y 17 MRY *n 12 OX)
oM Ry D M1 12 WIRG 92 ,A79W 0R) OIRT 197 1) inois 0 igh aawn 1aninY X7 0w
MIRY 7,12 XY .TT NP2 IR RIPIW W KR KT 07002 YT KD, 1IR3 T, 108 NIWT P97 LR
DY 22 2190 AT 92) .0 TN 70,100 0 WK DY 2000 IR LKW 0 i1 nenn2 man KXoy 010,710

7 DY MT2 W3R ,A79W? 719271 M2 TpNAnT ,2NYR MY 3

If so, regarding one who tells him to ascend to the position of Nasi, he is considered as
if he is coming to Kill him and force him into authority, which leads to his death, as it is
essentially a life sentence. Because of this, as measure-for-measure punishment—because if one
comes to Kill you, rise early and kill him first*—“I would tie him up and place him in front
of a lion.”

After he ascended, regarding one who told him to descend, he would throw hot water
on him, according to chapter 5 of tractate Shabbat, saying:

Rav Yehuda was sitting before Shmuel. This woman came and cried before
[Shmuel] [about a problem that she had], but he ignored her. [Rav Yehuda] said to
[Shmuel]: Doesn’t the Master hold, “Whoever stops his ears at the cry of the poor,
he also shall cry himself, but shall not be heard” (Prov. 21:13)? He said to him:
Big-toothed one, your superior, [i.c., I, your teacher], will be [punished] in cold
water. The superior of your superior will be [punished] in hot water. Mar
Ukva, who sits as president of the court [is responsible for those matters, so he
would be punished with hot water].
- Shabbat 55a
If so, whoever tells me, “Descend from the position, so that you won’t be burned with hot
water like Mar Ukva,” 1 will throw hot water on his head, as measure-for-measure
punishment. All of this is because I already ascended to a high position. That is, one who says
“descend, so that you won’t be burned,” may think he’s being helpful, but if it is impossible to
leave a position, and one must necessarily die in the position, then he is essentially wishing death
upon him. This is like “Saul, who initially fled from [the kingship].” But when he ascended [to
the kingship], he sought to kill David”® [whom he thought was trying to undermine him].””
Thus, “judge all men favorably” means that a leadership role becomes hard to surrender,
but that doesn’t mean that the leader was initially haughty, or even that his current reluctance to
step down from the position implies haughtiness.

¢ Berachot 58a.

71 Sam. 10:21-22: “When they sought him he could not be found. . . . Behold, he has hidden himself among the
baggage.”

81 Sam. chapters 18-27.

® Menachot 109b.



The Toldot Shimshon now interprets the Mishnah as: “Appoint for yourself a teacher.”
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Alternatively, our Mishnah can be explained in another way, that there is a dispute
between the decisors, if when “his teacher” is mentioned in several places in the Gemara,'°
is it speaking about his principal rabbi, or is it also speaking about his teacher who is not his
primary teacher? But the Pri Chadash, in Orach Chaim, siman 472, se’if 5, proved by
straightforward evidence, that every reference to “his teacher” in the Talmud is speaking of
his teacher who is not his primary teacher. We’re also assisted to reach this conclusion by the
words of the Rosh in the last chapter of Pesachim, on the teaching that:

Abaye'! said: When we were in the house of my Master, [Rabba, for the
Passover Seder,] we reclined on each other’s knees. When we came to the house
of Rav Yosef, he said to us: You should not [recline, because] the fear of your
teacher is like the fear of Heaven. [l.e., a student should not display freedom in
his presence. ]

- Pesachim 108a

The Rosh writes, that [the teaching of Abaye that a student should not recline in front of his
teacher] is speaking even about a teacher who is not his primary teacher. But what of the
Baraita mentioned in the Gemara after Abaya’s teaching, that a person must recline during the
Passover Seder, even a student with his teacher? The Baraita isn’t establishing the law that a
Torah student must recline before his teacher. Rather, [the Baraita] is only establishing the
requirement of a craftsman’s apprentice to recline. Because of this, the Pri Chadash deduced
as above, there is uncertainty as to whether it is forbidden to recline before one who is not his
principal teacher, so we will act stringently.'? For they said, the fear of your teacher should be
as the fear of Heaven.

10 Berachot 17a; Yoma 77b.

! The first edition erroneously recited Rav Yosef.

12 Beitzah 3b: For a case involving an uncertainty with regard to a matter prohibited by Torah law, the ruling is
stringent. See also Chullin 134a.
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Also, there is a dispute presented in Beit Yosef, Yoreh De’ah, siman 242:5, whether one
may teach a third party when his own teacher is present. The Arba’ah Turim states: “It is always
forbidden for a person to teach in front of his teacher, and one who does teach before him is
deserving of death. The Rambam writes, ‘If he is 12 miles distant from his teacher and someone
happens to ask him a question of halacha, he is able to answer him, but to establish himself as a
instructor, to answer questions and to teach, even if he is at the end of the world, it is forbidden for
him to teach until his teacher dies or until he will give him permission [to teach].” ” The Beit Yosef
then brings a dispute regarding someone who was teaching a certain distance away from his
teacher. The Beit Yosef states that the Tosafot, Eruvin 62b and the Rosh, Sanhedrin, chapter 1,
se’if 2, are in agreement with him, that even for a student colleague, even before him, in every
case, it’s forbidden to teach a third party.

The explanation of “a student colleague” is that he’s close to being like him, i.e., close
to being his colleague, that is, a Torah scholar of similar stature who has learned some concepts
from the teacher.! In the 4™ chapter of tractate Sanhedrin, page 36a, “Rav said, A person may
teach his student [the relevant laws] and judge [cases of] capital law with him.” Rashi
explained “judge with him” as meaning deciding by a majority according to the student as
one of the judges. Continuing in the Talmud:

[The Gemara] raises an objection: [For cases of] ritual purity and impurity,
[if the judges include] a father and his son, or a teacher and his student, they are
counted as two [opinions]. [That suggests that for cases of] monetary law, and
capital law, and laws [involving the punishment] of lashes, [and cases regarding]
sanctification of the month and the intercalation of the year [if the judges include]
a father and his son, or a teacher and his student, they are counted as only one
[opinion].

[The Gemara answers:] When Rav says [that a person may sit in judgment
with his student, he’s referring to those students] such as Rav Kahana and Rav
Asi, who needed [to learn] the [halachic] traditions of Rav, but they did not need
[to learn] the reasoning of Rav [as they were capable of conducting their own
analysis].

- Sanhedrin 36b
Rashi explained: If [excluding a student] was because they heard it from [the teacher], then
[why not argue that] all Israel also heard [the law] from Moses [and therefore no matter how
many judges there are, they should all be expected to have the same opinion]. Instead, as long as
a student’s reasoning skills are developed, he can apply the law to the facts of the case
independently from his teacher, and perhaps reach a different conclusion.

13 Rashi, Eruvin 63a.
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Now, says the Tanna, Yehoshua ben Perachiah, “Appoint for yourself a teacher,” even
if he is not your primary teacher, treat him in accordance with all things mentioned regarding
the fear of one’s teacher, because whenever there is an uncertainty with regard to a prohibition,
the halacha is to be stringent.'*
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“Acquire for yourself a colleague” means strive to acquire wisdom in order to be close
to [your teacher], for then they will call you “a colleague,” and you will be able to teach when
he is not before you, in accordance with the opinion of everyone.

Further, in you will succeed in your reasoning, that you will have a correct reasoning,
that you won’t need his reasoning at all, you will be able to judge with him in capital cases.
Then, by your voice, you will turn away judgment from the accused, and you will merit to
save one innocent soul from Israel, and to judge every man—even the sinner—favorably. This
is as it is written, “The assembly shall protect the killer from the blood-avenger,”'> “the
assembly shall decide between the slayer and the blood-avenger.”!®
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14 Chullin 134a.
15 Num. 35:25.
16 Num. 35:24.



