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One who learns from his fellow one chapter, or one halacha, or one verse, or one
utterance, or even one letter, is obligated to treat him with honor; for so we find with David,
king of Israel, who learned from Ahitophel no more than two things, yet called him his
teacher, his guide and his beloved friend, as it is said, “But it was you, a man my equal, my
guide and my beloved friend.”' Aren’t these words an a fortiori argument? If David, king of
Israel who learned from Ahitophel no more than two things, nevertheless called him his
teacher, his guide and his beloved friend; then in the case of one who learns from his fellow
one chapter, or one halacha, or one verse, or one utterance, or even one letter, all the more so
he is under obligation to treat him with honor.

And “honor” means nothing but Torah, as it is said, “It is honor that sages inherit.”>

“And the perfect will inherit good,” and “good” means nothing but Torah, as it is
said, “For I give you good instruction; do not forsake my Torah.”
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“These three things are beyond me, and four I do not know,”° that from the words of
Rashi and Midrash Shmuel® and Avot Olam,’ it appears that the two things that [David]

* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays available at http://zstorah.com

' Ps. 55:14.

2 Prov. 3:35.

? Prov. 28:10.

4 Prov. 4:2.

5 Cf. Prov. 30:18-19: “Three things are beyond me; four I cannot fathom: How an eagle makes its way over the sky; how a snake makes its
way over a rock; how a ship makes its way through the high seas; and the way of a man with a young woman.”

¢ Samuel de Ugeda, a 16th century rabbi in Tzfat and Constantinople, Midrash Shmuel (Venice 1579).

7 Rabbi Binyamin HaKohen (“Rabach”), Avot Olam (Venice, 1719).
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learned from [Ahitophel] are hinted at in the adjoining verse: “Together we took sweet
counsel; in the house of G-d we walked with the throng.”®

The first teaching, on “together we took sweet counsel,” is that one should not learn Torah
alone. Rashi writes: When Ahitophel found David sitting alone and learning Torah, he said to him,
“Why are you studying alone? And has it not already been stated (Jer. 50:36), ‘A sword is upon
the fabricators [badim] and they will become foolish.’?” [Berachot 63b explains that this verse can
be interpreted homiletically to mean a curse upon Torah scholars who sit alone, bad bevad, and
study Torah.]

The second teaching is that one should enter the study hall in a modest manner. Rashi
writes: When Ahitophel found David entering his House of Study with an upright posture. He said
to him, “And has it not already been stated (Lev. 19:30), ‘and fear My holy place,” that a man
should enter there with fear, so that the fear of Heaven be upon him. And so [too], it states, ‘in the
house of G-d we walked with the throng [¥372] [be ragesh]’ [read not ragesh, a throng, but regesh,
emotion], an expression of awe and fear.”

Question 1: Were there really only two things that David learned from Ahitophel?

A difficulty is that at the end of tractate Sukkah, it appears that we learn that David
learned a third thing from Ahitophel:

David dug the drainpipes [in the foundation of the Temple, and the waters
of] the depths rose and sought to inundate the world. ... David said, “Is there
anyone who knows if it is permitted to write the [sacred] Name on an
earthenware shard? [If it is permitted,] we will [write it and] throw it into the
depths, and they will subside. There was no one who said anything to him. David
said: Anyone who knows [what] to say and does not say [anything] may he be
strangled in his throat. Ahithophel raised an a fortiori argument on his own: And
just as [in order] to make peace between a man and his wife [in the case of sotah,
when the husband suspects his wife of having committed adultery], the Torah said:
My Name that was written in sanctity will be erased on the water to establish peace
for the whole world in its entirety,” all the more so [it is permitted]. He said to
David: It is permitted.

- Sukkah 53a-b
Furthermore, in Yalkut Shimoni on Samuel,'’ it is brought in the name of the Yerushalmi
(Sanhedrin 10:2), that [David] learned from [Ahitophel] a fourth thing, that they carry the ark
specifically with the shoulder!' and not on a cart.!? It is also brought there that it is permitted
to write the sacred Name on an earthenware shard. If so, those are four things that David
learned from [Ahitophel].

8 Ps. 55:15.

? It is typically forbidden to erase the Name of G-d, but Num. 5:11-31 describes the sotah procedure, that if a man suspects his wife of having
secluded herself with a particular man after being warned not to do so, a priest would write curses including the Name of G-d, then dissolve the
writing in water, and make her drink the water.

!0 The translator has not found the text in Yalkut Shimoni on Samuel.

"' Num. 7:9.

1211 Sam. 6:3-8.



"2 WK 70X 22037 127,730 719271,127 29I0°0K2 MT IR 7002 00T 37 W8 P10 PI9RT,AWR TIV)
PI0DT M MR 2T AN oY ,2"IT DOWI9nT 790 AN TI0 panl 7w W 2037 1727 Ai0271 )
NIRT WIRY 037 W7 ,2) M7 K"

Another difficulty, is that in the 11th chapter of tractate Sanhedrin, entitled “All Israel
have a part in the World-to-Come””:

Rabbi Yochanan said: Initially, David called Ahithophel his teacher,
and eventually, he called him his colleague, and ultimately, he called him his
friend. Initially, “his teacher,” as it is written: “But it was you, a man my equal,
my guide and my beloved friend” [and a teacher is called “a guide”]. And
eventually, he called him his colleague, as it is stated: “Together we took sweet
counsel; in the house of G-d we walked with the throng” [i.e., “together”
indicates that they were equals]. And ultimately, he called him his friend, as it is
stated: “Even my ally, in whom I trusted, who did eat of my bread, has lifted his
heel against me.”!?

- Sanhedrin 106b—107a

This is the opposite of the commentators above, for they to the contrary brought evidence
from this verse, “together we took sweet counsel; in the house of G-d we walked with the throng”
of two things of which the Tanna spoke, viz, not learning Torah alone, and in humbling oneself
upon entering a House of Study.
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It needs to be said, as an answer to Question 1, and as the Maharsha wrote in his
Chiddushei Agadot,'* that these are different Midrashim. It is indeed so, that for everyone
there are two things that David learned from Ahitophel, and nothing else. Rather, that one
Midrash is of the opinion, that there are two things hinted at by the verse, “together we took
sweet counsel,” that is adjacent to [the verse], “But it was you, a man my equal, my guide and
my beloved friend,” with those two things being not learning Torah alone, and in humbling oneself
upon entering a House of Study.

The other Midrash was of the opinion that the verse, “together we took sweet counsel”
came to hint that at the end [David] called him his friend, and the two things are, that it is
permitted to write the [sacred] Name on an earthenware shard, and on the shoulder they will
carry [the ark].

13 Ps. 41:10.
14 Rabbi Shmuel Eliezer Eidels (“the Maharsha”) (1555-1631), Chiddushei Agadot on Sanhedrin 106b.
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By this understanding that David learned two things from Ahitophel, we will explain what
they question, why the Tanna made all these distinctions, viz, one halacha, one verse, one
utterance, one letter. [ The fifth distinction, “one chapter,” would contain many teachings, so it isn’t
relevant to the example of David learning two things.] That is, he could have said simply, “One
who learns from his fellow even one letter needs to treat him with honor. For initially, he wants
to inform us that up to one verse, he needs to treat him with honor, but he is not his teacher.
But if he will teach him more than one verse, he will be considered literally his teacher. See
in Avot Olam and in Midrash Shmuel.
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Afterward, the Tanna came with uncertainty as to what are the two things that David
learned from Ahitophel, and corresponding to them he made four distinctions. Initially he
said “one halacha,” thinking of the teaching from Sukkah 53a-b that it is permitted to write the
[sacred] Name on an earthenware shard, which they learned from the strength of an a fortiori
argument, and this is a halacha.
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“Or one verse.” As Rashi and the commentators wrote, that one time, Ahitophel found
David learning Torah, and said to him, “Has it not already been stated, ‘A sword is upon the
fabricators and they will become foolish.” ” By this, he only taught him one verse.
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“Or one utterance.” That one time, [Ahitophel] found [David] entering a study hall
standing upright, and he said to him, that he needs to enter in fear, as it is written, “and fear
My holy place.” The principal of the reading, “and fear My holy place,” didn’t come for this
purpose, as respecting the Temple is obvious, and because of this, he said to him one
utterance.'

15 The term in the Mishnah, "13°7 [dibur], is often translated as “word,” but can also mean “utterance.” Here the Toldot Shimshon appears to
be focusing on two words, 30 "W7pm, “and fear My holy place,” and therefore the translator translates dibur as “utterance” instead of “word.”
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“Or even one letter,” that this is what the Yalkut Shimoni brought, that he said to
[David], “on the shoulder they were to carry [the ark].” The Kli Yakar'® explained on II
Samuel 6:3, on the verse, “They loaded the Ark of G-d onto a new cart and conveyed it from
the house of Abinadab,” that from the plain meaning of Scripture, it connoted to David that
there was no prohibition against bringing the Ark on a cart. Rather, because the Kohathites
were strict upon themselves to bring it on the shoulder, therefore [Moses| did not give them
carts. Thus, as it is written: “Moses took the carts and the oxen and gave them to the Levites. Two
carts and four oxen he gave to the Gershonites, as required for their service, and four carts and
eight oxen he gave to the Merarites, as required for their service—under the direction of Ithamar
son of Aaron the priest. But to the Kohathites he did not give any; since theirs was the service of
the [most] sacred objects, they were to carry it by shoulder.”!”

However, Ahitophel hinted to [David] the precision, for [Scripture]| should have said
“they are carrying,” in the present tense. But from the fact that it said “they were to carry,”
in the future tense, the meaning is that this is a command for the future, that they are obligated
that they will carry the Ark on the shoulder, and not in some other way. In other words, it was
not just that the Kohathites were being strict upon themselves, but it is actually the halacha that
the Ark should be carried by shoulder, and that is why David erred in using a cart. This ends the
Kli Yakar’s explanation. This is the precision of one letter alone, i.¢., of Scripture using the future
tense rather than the present tense. '
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Now we come to an understanding of the Mishnah.

Question 2: Why didn t the Mishnah say “one who teaches his fellow”?

Regarding the term, “one who learned from his fellow,” people ask why [the Tanna]
didn’t say, “one who teaches his fellow.” This will be understood, in what the Rema’s gloss

16 This does not refer to the K/i Yakar authored by Shlomo Ephraim ben Aaron Luntschitz of Prague, but to the work on the early prophets
authored by the Syrian rabbi, Shmuel Laniado (d. 1605).

7 Num. 7:6-9.

'8 For the particular words being discussed PR [10 seen] [“carrying”] vs wi? [vi’sa ‘u] [“will carry”], the difference is more than one letter.
But the point is that one letter can sometimes mean the difference between past, present, or future tense.
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writes in the Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh De’ah, siman 242, se’if 34, and there in the Shach,"
siman katan, se’if 6, in the name of the Sefer haChasidim. It says there, regarding his primary
teacher, that tending to his lost object takes priority to that of his father. However, if the
teacher does not want to teach for free, and one Jew pays the wages of the teacher, tending to
the lost object of the one who gave the funds has priority. If his father gives the wages, the
requirement to tend to the lost object of his father takes priority to the requirement to tend to
the lost object of his teacher, and see there.”’
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Thus too, even though the Tanna is speaking about one who is not a primary teacher,
in any case, he doesn’t say “the one who teaches,” rather “one who learns from his fellow.”
This is because sometimes even though he teaches him, [the student] is not that obligated to
honor him, as perhaps he is only teaching him for a salary, and all the honor instead belongs
to the one who has given the funds.

Actually, in understanding the term i7°20% [me ‘chavero], we should consider that the letter
“mem” is a “reclining mem,” not the usual prefix meaning “from,” but “on account of,” as in the
verse, “On_account of the violence to your brother, Jacob.”! That is as if to say, instead of
translating as “one who learns from his fellow,” we should translate as “one who learns on
account of his fellow,” who taught him for free.

Furthermore, if he learns from a teacher who is being paid, then by this interpretation of
me’chavero as “on account of his fellow,” we include one who gave funds to teach him, since
because of him, he learned one of the five things, i.e., one chapter, or one halacha, or one verse,
or one utterance, or even one letter. Thus, he needs to treat him with honor.
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Question 3: Why didn t the Mishnah say “he needs to honor him”?

The Tanna wrote, “he needs to treat him with honor,” and he didn’t teach in a shorter
language “he needs to honor him,” because specifically when he is away from home,?? such
as at a yeshiva, he is required to honor [his teacher]. If he is living with his father, he is only

19 Shabbtai ben Meir haCohen (1621-62) (“the Shach”), noted for his Sifiei Cohen commentary on the Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh De’ah.
20 See also Mishnah Bava Metzia 2:11; Bava Metzia 33a.

2! Obad. 1:10.

2 Literally, “not in his father’s place.”



obligated to honor his primary teacher, and similarly, when living at home, i.e., with his father
paying for the primary teacher, the requirement to tend to the lost object of [his father] takes
priority to that of his primary teacher.

But it’s a different matter is the student is away from home, even if his studies are being
funded by his father or someone else. This is the meaning of “he needs to treat him with honor,”
the student must treat “him,” his teacher, with honor specifically when [the student] is alone,
i.e., away from home. He does not need to do so when he is with his father, except for a primary
teacher. When away at yeshiva, the student must honor “him,” his teacher, specifically, and not
“his [father’s] money.”

[The Tanna] brings evidence from David, who only learned two things from
Ahitophel, and yet he called him his teacher, that we learn from this, that even one who is not
a primary teacher, is called his teacher.
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Question 4: How does David learning two things teach us about learning one thing?

What the commentators of blessed memory questioned,? is that from David we only
learn specifically how a person should act if he learned from [a person] two things. This is not
difficult at all, for we learned in the Gemara, chapter 2 of Bava Metzia 33a, that we only
make a distinction between a primary teacher and a teacher who is not primary. If you come
to distinguish between one thing and two things, then we should similarly distinguish
between two and three and four and five, and the like. Just as with a primary teacher, we
don’t distinguish between whether he is a student who learned much from him, or if he is a
student who only learned a little from him, as long as the majority of his wisdom comes from
him. L.e., if we are talking about Scripture, if he learned a majority of his knowledge of Scripture
from this teacher. If we are talking about Mishnah, if he learned a majority of his knowledge of
Mishnah from this teacher. Etc. Thus, we shouldn’t distinguish between a teacher who is not
primary, whether [the student] learned many things, or whether he only learned one or two
things.

3 See, for example: Avot Olam; Rabbi Judah Loew ben Bezalel (c.1512-1609) (“Maharal of Prague™), Derech Chaim (Prague c. 1578-88);
and Immanuel Hai ben Avraham Ricchi (1688—1743), Hon Ashir (c. 1710-40).
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But what about David, king of Israel, who learned no more than two things from
Ahitophel, yet called him his teacher, his guide and his beloved friend. The matter of this a
fortiori argument will be understood by what is said in the 12" chapter of tractate Ketubot
103b: « ‘He will honor those who fear the L-rd’>*—This is Jehoshaphat, king of Judea. When
he would see a Torah scholar he would rise from his throne and hug him and kiss him and
call to him: My teacher, my teacher, my master, my master.”

They question there and solve: [Shouldn’t] this [display of affection be only] in private,
and that [aloofness be] in public? Rashi explains: In private he would honor each and every
one, but in public he casts fear upon them to inform of his sovereignty.

Even though he was David, king of Israel, he didn’t abstain to call him his teacher, his
guide and his beloved friend, for David had written his book of Psalms by means of ten elders
of previous generations, assembling a collection that included compositions of others along with
his own.?> We hear from this that it is an obligation by the force of law to act with honor even
toward one from whom one learned a little, and a person should not be considered forgiven
for failing to honor a teacher because of [the student’s] own honor. This is all the more so true
in the case of a layman learned from the layman. Whoever wanted to distinguish between one
thing and two things, also needed to distinguish between a king and a layman. In other words,
David honored Ahitophel, but David learned two things from him. How do we learn from David
that we should honor someone who taught us even one thing? The difference is that David was
king and learned from a layman, whereas in our case, it would be a layman learning from a layman.
Maybe if David had only learned one thing from Ahitophel, his status as king would have allowed
him to ignore Ahitophel, but even that isn’t certain, and in any case, we are not kings.
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Question 5: How do we understand the structure of the final section of the Mishnah?
The commentators’® were upset that the Tanna combined the two verses “It is honor
that sages inherit”?’ and “The perfect will inherit good”>® with each other.

2 Ps. 15:4.

%> Bava Batra 14b.

2% 4vot Olam; also Moses Almosnino (c. 1515-c. 1580), Salonikan preacher, Pirkei Moshe (Salonika 1563).
7 Prov. 3:35.

2 Prov. 28:10.



I.e., the structure of the last part of this Mishnah is:

a) A first teaching, “And ‘honor’ means nothing but Torah”;

b) A first quotation from Scripture, “It is honor that sages inherit”;

¢) A second quotation from Scripture, “And the perfect will inherit good”;

d) A second teaching, “And ‘good’ means nothing but Torah”; and

e) A third quotation from Scripture, “For I give you good instruction; do not forsake my
Torah.”

Some commentators were critical because they believed that the first and second quotations
from Scripture were both intended as support for the first teaching. However, the Toldot Shimshon
understands the second quotation as introducing the second teaching.

We also can check, what is the meaning of “ ‘honor’ means nothing but Torah,” and
“ ‘good’ means nothing but Torah”—why do I need both statements?

In truth, we see a few versions of Pirkei Avot with the language, “there is no honor
except to the wise,” that they changed the language of their versions of the Mishnah because
of this question. For example, in Derech Chaim by Judah Loew ben Bezalel, the Maharal of
Prague, he keeps the language of the Pirkei Avot that we have, but in his commentary he says that
the statement ““ ‘honor’ means nothing but Torah™ is irrelevant to this Mishnah of Pirkei Avot, and
it should instead say “there is no honor except to the wise.” There are other commentaries that
actually change the text of the Mishnah of Pirkei Avot in this way.

The Pirkei Moshe changes the text of the Mishnah of the Pirkei Avot in a different way. He
omits the Scriptural verses “It is honor that sages inherit,” “And the perfect will inherit good,”*’
and he omits the teaching “ and ‘good’ means nothing but Torah.” Instead, he shows this Mishnah
as ending: “And “honor” means nothing but Torah, as it is said, ‘For I give you good instruction;
do not forsake my Torah.” ”

This is a forced interpretation. l.e., the Toldot Shimshon considers such changes to be
inappropriate, as he will make sense of the text that we have.
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It will be understood, that the Zera Berech’® wrote in part I, on parashat
Beha’alotecha, that there are two advantages to the service of a Torah scholar. The first, is
that by being regularly around his teacher, he learns all of his Torah from him. The second,

¥ Prov. 28:10.
30 Rabbi Berachia Berech ben R’ Yitzchak Izaak Shapiro, Zera Berech (Krakow 1646), commentary on the Torah.
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is that in the merit of standing and serving his teacher and honoring him, he merits Divine
inspiration. On this, they said: Service of Torah is greater than its study.’!

If so, whoever honors and serves the sages, he will have an inheritance, which is Divine
inspiration that will open for him the gates of understanding and wisdom, as [the rabbis] of
blessed memory said on the verse, “and from Matana to Nachaliel, and from Nachaliel to
Bamoth”32:

[Rava] said: If a person makes himself [humble] like this wilderness, [which is open

to all and] upon which everyone treads, the Torah will be given to him as a gift

[matana]. And once it is given to him as a gift, it his inheritance from G-d

[nechalo EI|, as it is stated: “And from Matana to Nachaliel.” And once G-d has

made it His inheritance, he rises to greatness, as it is stated: “And from Nachaliel

to Bamoth” [which means heights].

- Eruvin 54a

This is the meaning of the Tanna’s statement “and ‘honor’ means nothing but Torah, as
it is said, ‘It is honor that sages inherit.” l.e., [the student who honors and serves a Torah
scholar] will earn Torah, that will be enlightened to him from Heaven, which is the internality
of the Torah, which is part of the esoteric secret, as it is written, “While in His temple, all say
‘Honor!” > As we detailed at length above in chapter 3, Mishnah 16, about “beloved are
Israel in that a precious vessel was given to them.”

=, I

P92 ¥ 0N i3 ,Apyn’? 00283 03T Nidpaa 71T LYo Mk Mk 137 1WI YT My a7ing
") N3) 09 "Ry 210 n2p °3" P03 7Y ,2"5E mwn

Furthermore, if he respects him and stays with him forever, he will obtain and learn
from him something new, and he will be perfect in the Torah, and then he will inherit the
good, that is, the Torah. That is why the Tanna said “And the perfect will inherit good,” as it is
said, “ ‘good’ means nothing but Torah.” Il.e., [the student who attaches himself to a Torah
scholar]| will know to answer actual true words in the plain meaning of the Torah, in laws
necessary in practice, as we wrote above in chapter 3, the Mishnah mentioned above, i.c.,
Mishnah 16, on the verse, “For I give you good instruction; do not forsake my teaching,”** and
see there.

31 Berachot 7a.
32 Num. 21:19.
3 Ps. 29:9.

3 Prov. 4:2.
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The two verses he combined teach about these two matters.

That is, regarding the first verse, “It is honor that sages inherit,” the verse concludes
“but fools get disgrace as their portion.”

That is: the wise have a great achievement and a supreme illumination of the
innermost parts of the Torah, for G-d is with them, and they adhere to its holiness. They
honor and serve a Torah scholar, even attaching themselves to the scholar.

But the fools are the opposite of this, as it is written, “You fools hate knowledge,
and regarding one who has no knowledge, it is forbidden to have mercy upon him,*® because
he is distant from the holiness, as the Kabbalists wrote.

Also, [the Tanna] went on to prove the second issue, regarding fools, from the second
verse of “the innocent will inherit good,” for the beginning of that verse is “He who misleads
the upright into an evil course will fall into his own pit.”

That is, one who does not serve Torah scholars and who doesn’t learn all of his needs
to learn regarding the plain meaning of the Torah, in laws necessary in practice, he teaches
instruction that is not in accordance with the law, and misleads many people.

But one who sits frequently with Torah scholars, acquires perfection for his soul, and
this is perfection in his learning. This is the meaning of “the innocent will inherit good,” “and
‘good’ means nothing but Torah,” that it is said, “For I give you good instruction; do not
forsake my teaching,” and as we explained at length above, as has been mentioned above. See
in the coming Mishnah.
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3 Prov. 1:22.
3¢ Berachot 33a.
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