
CHAPTER 1, MISHNA 11
TORAH EDUCATORS HAVE GREAT

POWER AND RESPONSIBILITY!

SOURCE 1: Talmud Bavli (Babylonian Talmud), Shabbat 31a – Can the Torah be encapsulated in one principle?

There is a story about a gentile who came before Shammai and 
said to him, “I will convert if you teach me the entire Torah while 
I stand on one foot.” Shammai pushed him away with a ruler 
that was in his hand. The gentile then went to Hillel, who helped 
him to convert. Hillel told him, “Whatever is hateful to you do 
not do to your friend. This is the entire Torah. The rest is its
commentary. Go and study.”

מעשה בנכרי אחד שבא לפני שמאי

אמר לו גיירני ע”מ שתלמדני כל התורה

כולה כשאני עומד על רגל אחת דחפו

באמת הבנין שבידו בא לפני הלל גייריה

אמר לו דעלך סני לחברך לא תעביד זו

היא כל התורה כולה ואידך פירושה הוא

זיל גמור

Although our Rabbis explain that  Hillel’s words are based upon the famous biblical injunction: love your 
neighbor as thyself, when talking to the gentile, Hillel oddly limits the verse’s scope to only “not hurting
people”.  

Q: Why do you think he does this?

There are those who understand that although the mitzvah encourages positive actions, it only requires
refraining from things which hurt others.  Others maintain that it refers to both and perhaps Hillel’s intent
was to engage the Gentile on a level that he could relate to at the time,  even though the Torah ultimately
requires more.
Let’s take a look at the actual mitzvah of loving your neighbor and what it requires:

B. LEVEL II -  LOVING OTHERS AS YOURSELF

SOURCE 2: Vayikra (Leviticus), 19:18 – The Torah source for the mitzvah love your neighbor

Do not take revenge and do not bear a grudge against the 
members of your people, and you shall love your fellow as 
you love yourself; I am God.

לאֹ-תִקֹּם ולְאֹ-תִטֹּר אתֶ-בְּניֵ עמֶַּךָ ואְָהַבְתָּ

’לרְֵעךֲָ כָּמוֹךָ אֲניִ ה

Q: Why is  “love your neighbor” included in the same verse as “bearing a grudge and taking 
revenge”, two injunctions with have categorically opposite intents?
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FILL IN YOUR OWN QUESTIONS ON 
THE MISHNA ABOVE BEFORE PEEKING

AT OUR QUESTIONS ON THE NEXT PAGE!

Avtalion says: Scholars! Be very careful about your choice of words when you are 
teaching. If not, you may come to be exiled to a place of bitter waters, where your 
students will drink of these waters and die, thereby bringing great desecration to 
the Name of Heaven.

לוּת וְתִגְלוּ לִמְקוֹם א תָחוּבוּ חוֹבַת גָּ מָּ הֲרוּ בְדִבְרֵיכֶם, שֶׁ  אַבְטַלְיוֹן אוֹמֵר, חֲכָמִים, הִזָּ
מַיִם ם שָׁ אִים אַחֲרֵיכֶם וְיָמוּתוּ, וְנִמְצָא שֵׁ לְמִידִים הַבָּ תּוּ הַתַּ שְׁ יִ  מַיִם הָרָעִים, וְ

ל :מִתְחַלֵּ
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OUR QUESTIONS

Why does this Mishna record the teachings of Avtalion without mention 

of his co-leader Shmaya, as in the prior Mishna?
1

And if this were to be the punishment, it would lead to going to a place 

of “bitter waters”?  What does a place of bitter waters refer to?
4

Also, the Mishna says “lest” you be exiled.  It’s not even definite.  Why 

would he connect not being careful with their words as a “possible” 

cause of exile?

3

Avtalion is warning scholars to be careful with “their words” so they 

won’t be exiled from their lands.  What types of words is he referring to, 

and why may the penalty for them be exile?

2

Then the students will drink of the waters and die.  What does that mean, 

and doesn’t it imply that the teachers will not die?  Why?
6

What can non-scholars without large followings take from this 

cautionary tale?  Can we similarly cause G-d’s Name to be profaned 

through our actions?

8

The next step of the process is that their students will follow them into 

exile.  Is this voluntary or forced on the part of the students?
5

And the result of all this will be that “the Name of Heaven will be 

profaned.”  Usually, Shem Shamayim refers to “God’s Name.”  His 

name will be profaned.  How?  What does it mean to profane G-d’s 

Name in this context?

7
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SYNOPSIS:
In this very poetic Mishna, Avtalion is cautioning all of us about how 
careful we have to be with our words.  But scholars/teachers have to 
be more careful than others. The words that leave the lips of the scholar 
of today become the mores and ideals of the student of tomorrow. 
Especially in the realm of Torah, which is looked up to as the guiding 
light for our civilization, words spoken with authority must be weighed 
very carefully. In the end, we will be held accountable for all of the 
damage caused by careless words. Damage that could have been 
avoided had more prudence been employed.

A Deeper Look:
By nature, good teachers are the kind of people who enjoy giving over concepts that can 
have a beneficial effect on the lives of other people. There is nothing more rewarding for a 
teacher than watching his beloved disciple grow and develop along the lines and concepts 
that the teacher himself has inculcated within him.

However, with every benefit, there are responsibilities. A careless phrase can wreak havoc 
and destruction upon the student. It is for this reason that the Talmud says that if a school has a 
choice between two different teachers, one who moves through the material quickly but is not 
careful in his explanation, and the other who moves rather slowly, but very meticulous about 
his explanation, the school should hire the slower teacher. Better quality than quantity in the 
world of impressionable minds and open hearts.

COMMENTARY BY RABBI MORDECHAI ROTTMAN

Avtalion says: Scholars! Be very careful about your 
choice of words when you are teaching. If not, you may 
come to be exiled to a place of bitter waters, where 
your students will drink of these waters and die, thereby 
bringing great desecration to the Name of Heaven.
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We can take the words in the Mishna a step further, to apply not only to the information 
being given over, but to the teacher’s interpersonal relationship with the student as well.
Perhaps then the Mishna could be understood as follows:

Teachers! Be careful with your words! Say the wrong thing to a child and you can ruin him for 
life! Be careful not to ridicule him when he makes a mistake! Be careful not to destroy his self-
esteem! If you must reprimand him, do it with love! And if you cannot, please, please, for the 
sake of Heaven, get a job as an accountant or some other profession.

Pencils don’t cry themselves to sleep at night and swear revenge against humanity if you 
break them in half. 

SUMMARY
The ramifications of careless speech are impossible to know at the time 
that it is spoken.

It is for this reason we must be exceedingly careful about the things 
we say, especially teachers and scholars. Because the stature and 
authority that they have in the eyes of their students gives their words 
special significance in the minds of the listeners.

Misunderstandings that arise as a result of this inattentiveness on 
the part of the teacher may result in a tragedy that he will be held 
accountable for. By the way:
The word for parent in Hebrew, “horeh,” has the same root as the 
word for teacher, “moreh.” Parents are teachers too, and must also 
keep the words of the Mishna in mind in their various conversations 
with their children.




