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Chapter V — Mishnah 20
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He! used to say: At five years old the study of Scripture; at 10 years old, the study of
Mishnah; at 13 years old, subject to the commandments; at 15 years old, the study of Talmud;
at 18 years old, the bridal canopy; at 20 years old, for pursuit [of livelihood]; at 30 years old,
the peak of strength; at 40 years old, wisdom; at 50 years old, for [giving] counsel; at 60 years
old, old age; at 70 years old, fullness of years; at 80 years old, the age of “strength”; at 90
years old, a bent body; at 100 years old, like a dead man and gone completely out of the
world.
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The footsteps of this Mishnah,” in the time, their time, their times,* are known to those
who enter into the esoteric secrets of G-d.* We will ascend by the way that ascends Beth El,’
according to the simple understanding of things.

Question 1: First, there’s a question on the entire rule: Why prior to 20 years, is it
divided in 5-year terms [i.c., 5, 10, 15, and 20; and also 13 and 18], but from 20 years and
onward, it is divided in 10-year terms?

’ English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at http://www.zstorah.com

' In our edition, the previously mentioned Tanna was Judah ben Tema. In other editions of Pirkei Avot, this
Mishnabh is placed at the end of the chapter, with the previously mentioned Tanna being Ben Hay Hay.

2 Cf. Ps. 89:52, “in the footsteps of the Messiah.”

3 Cf. Megillah 2a, discussing whether there is any significance in the difference between the terms “the time,”
“their time,” and “their times.”

4 The term appears in a few places in Isaiah HaLevi Horowitz, Shnei Luchot haBrit (1698), including Torah
Shebichtav: Bereishis, Torah Ohr 98; Lech Lecha, Torah Ohr 2; Shelach, Torah Ohr 5 and 42 and Shaar HaOtiyot, Lev
Tov 8.

5 A common term in Rabbinic literature, such as found in Igerot haRambam, Chiddushei haRambam 122.
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Answer to Question 1: It will be understood, by what the Ramban of blessed memory
wrote in parashat Beha’alotecha, that: “Each person pays attention to [the passing of] his
decades, since his [physical and emotional] nature changes [at these stages]. He will know
when he reaches the age of 20 or 30; for even his neighbors and relatives will notice [these
changes] and inform him of it. But when a person reaches 25, they do not notice it so much.”®

Indeed, prior to 20, he is still small, and counts the months and years, and feels a
different nature, every five years.
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Question 2: But there’s still a question about the details, because granted, the
associations given for the first and middle ages have some novelty, e.g., for “at 40 wisdom”
and arriving at the years of instruction, and from 50 years-old suitable for [giving] counsel,
and similarly “old age” at 60 and “fullness of years” at 70 deserve to be respected.

But regarding the last two ages, specifically, a 90-year-old having a bent body, and a
100-year-old, like a dead man, what is he teaching us?
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This will be understood by what Rabbeinu Bahya wrote on the verse, “These are the
generations of the heaven and the earth:”’

The two [letters] tav [in the word foldot, “generations”] are in opposition,
facing each other, the upper [first] tav [represents] the heights of heaven, the
lower [second] tav [represents]| the depths of the earth. This is the meaning of
what is said, “Like the heaven in its height, like the earth in its depth.”®
Therefore, after [Scripture] mentions “the heaven and the earth” [at the
beginning of the verse], it reverses and says “earth and heaven” [at the end of
the verse], to teach you, that all creation are one matter, of the upper [heaven]
facing the lower [earth], and of the lower [earth] facing the upper [heaven],
because thus the generations of both will be bound.

- Rabbeinu Bahya on Gen. 2:4

¢ Ramban on Num. 8:5.
7 Gen. 2:4.
8 Prov. 25:3.
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We will say that the soul and the body are both a matter of heaven and earth, and
therefore in the first years of a person, the soul turns downward, to influence the body. The
body turns upwards, to increase its strength and intelligence. All this is in the days of man’s
existence, as it is written, “The span of our life is seventy years, or, given the strength, eighty
years.”’ Thus these are the heaven and the earth, all the days of the existence of the world.

But when the time comes for them to be abolished, they will weaken little by little, like
man at the end of his days, as it is written, “the heaven should melt away like smoke,
and the earth wear out like a garment,”'” which is slowly, as the way of smoke and the
wearing out of the garment. For then the heaven won’t turn downward any more, rather to
the contrary, it will separate from the earth, and likewise the earth separates from the
heaven.

Answer to Question 2: Thus too is man: at 90 years old a bent body, as if to say, that
the body no longer ascends upward, but to the contrary, slumps and descends, because the
soul separates and ascends. At 100 years old, as though he’s completely dead, as though he’s
already separated and become dust, as it was.'!

The Toldot Shimshon now draws parallels between the ages of man and the days of
Creation:
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According to our way of understanding mentioned above, which refers to the first days
of Creation, this Mishnah arranges its supports corresponding to the original sixth day of
Creation, when Adam was created. It’s known that man is the purpose of Creation, that if
there were no man, there would be no world. The person does not come to be of any
importance to be counted among the people at all, until he is 20 years old. Likewise. the parts

° Ps. 90:10.
10 Isaiah 51:6.
' Cf. Eccl. 12:7.



of his soul are not completed within him, until he is 20 years old, as is known to those wise in
the truth, i.e., the Kabbalists.'?
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Therefore, the first six degrees—in the purity of man—the first ones that came in the
Mishnah, are directed at the days of Creation. After all, on the first day, even though the light
was created on it, the Atzilut (“the world of emanation”) was mixed and there was no
separation of one element from another,'*> as Rashi explained on the verse, “Let there be
lights in the expanse of the sky to separate day from night,”!* “all generations of heaven and
earth were created on the first day, but each of them was set [in its place] on that day when
it was so commanded.”'® So too with the youth, when he reads the Bible, he does not
understand and does not distinguish, for “An empty man will get understanding, when the colt
of a wild ass is born as a man.”'® The written Torah needs the oral Torah, and this is the
meaning of “at five years old the study of Scripture,” a 5-year-old will start with the Scripture,
but a deeper understanding won’t come until he is older and begins to learn the Talmud.
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On the second day of Creation, “G-d said, ‘Let there be an expanse in the midst of the
water, that it may separate water from water.” ”!7 This is as the commentators wrote, “that
it gave a sign in the midst of the water to initiate an activity with them, like a man who builds
a ruin, and he marks, this is a room and this is an attic.”'® Even here, in the study of the
Mishnah, he has signs for the clarification of the Scripture for the body of the halachot, but
still doesn’t know all the matters in their totality, for engaging with the Mishnah is not a good
trait such as engaging with the Talmud, for it is impossible to teach halacha from the Mishnah.
This is the meaning of “at 10 years old, the study of Mishnah.”

12 Ma’avor Yavok, Imrei No’a, chapter 10.
13 Rabbeinu Bahya on Gen. 2:7.

4 Gen. 1:14.

15 Rashi on Gen. 1:14.

16 Job 11:12.

17 Gen. 1:6.

18 Rabbeinu Bahya on Gen. 2:7.
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On the third day of Creation, the earth was revealed and created, as it is said, “Let the
water below the sky be gathered into one area, that the dry land may appear.” Even this person,
“at 13 years old, is subject to the commandments,”!° for they are directed to his limbs and
sinews, which was created in this person.
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On the fourth day of Creation, “G-d said, ‘Let there be lights in the expanse of the sky
to separate day from night; they shall serve as signs for the set times—the days and the years.”*°
This is likewise the meaning of, “at 15 years old, the study of Talmud,” for it brightens the
eyes of man in Torah, and the soul—which is called “light”—delights in the light of the debate
of the Talmud.
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On the fifth day of Creation, “G-d blessed them, saying, ‘Be fertile and increase, fill the
waters in the seas, and let the birds increase on the earth.”?! This is the meaning of, “at 18 years
old, the bridal canopy.”

127 IR MY DY 2332 ,M0) OIX L "TRINTT 19" P09 DY 127 MWRI2D RPR] 07N X3 YR
DI¥NI 1T 023 KT ,RDW 22¥02T XD XD DY A0 ROOKTI NI¥RT 0K 71777 2707 21770 0y

On the sixth day of Creation, man was created, and it is brought in Gen. Rabbah on
the verse, “The L-rd G-d created man from the dust of the earth:”?> “Adam and Eve, were
created around 20 years old.”* This is the meaning of “at 20 years old, for pursuit [of
livelihood],” which is to pursue after the mitzvot, as is brought at the end of tractate Shabbat:
“One who was born on the sixth day of the week will be a seeker. Rav Nachman bar Yitzchak
said he will seek out mitzvot [as people are busy in Friday preparing for the Sabbath].”?*

19 Gen. 1:9.

20 Gen. 1:14.

21 Gen. 1:22.

22 Gen. 2:7.

2 Gen. Rabbah 14:7.
24 Shabbat 156a.
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Also, the commentators interpret in other ways, and all these are words of the Living
G-d.
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The truth is that a 20-year-old goes out into the army in Israel. According to the seven
measures that the sages listed, there is included strength.?® This is the strength that isn’t
evident in all the days of man, such as beauty and riches, etc. Therefore, he said, “at 30 years
old, the peak of strength,” for if he has strength at 30 years of age, he is said to have merited
this trait of strength, which is good for him. This is as Midrash Shmuel wrote on the Mishnah
of beauty and strength, i.c., Pirkei Avot 6:8, that for several of the mitzvot, it’s impossible for
one who does not have strength to fulfill them, and see there.
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Afterwards, he continues counting, “at 40 years old, wisdom;” etc., and as we
explained above.

25 Pirkei Avot 6:8: “Rabbi Shimon ben Menasya said in the name of Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai: Beauty, strength,
riches, honor, wisdom, [old age], gray hair, and children are becoming to the righteous, and becoming to the world.”
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