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An Outl ine  of  the  Rebbe 's  Explanation of  Pirkei  Avos  

Chapter I  

Adapted from Likkutei Sichos Volume 17, Page 347 - 355 

 

Chapter I, Mishnah 15 

 :... הוי מקבל את כל האדם בסבר פנים יפות "עשה תורתך קבע :שמאי אומר :ט"ופרק א', משנה 

 Chapter 1, Mishnah 15: Shammai would say: "Make your Torah study a permanent fixture of 

your life … and greet everyone with a pleasant face." 

 

The Simple Explanation 

The Bartenura offers a straightforward explanation of this Mishnah. "Make Torah study a 

permanent fixture of your life" means that Torah should be your primary occupation day and night. 

When you are exhausted from learning, and your mind is no longer clear, that is the time to be 

occupied with business1. "Greeting everyone with a pleasant face" refers to everyone without 

exception, including gentiles. It even applies to guests in your house, who you are feeding and 

giving lodging. If you give someone the very best food, drink, and accommodations, but you are 

treating them in a grumpy and irritable manner, it is considered as if you haven't given them 

anything. 

Difficulties in Understanding the Mishnah 

The first part of our Mishnah teaches us about Torah study. In other words, it is discussing 

serving Hashem with our intellect, i.e., our brain. Studying Torah requires understanding what we 

learn. In contrast, the second part of our Mishnah, greeting all others without exception in a 

friendly manner, requires serving Hashem with emotion, i.e., the heart2. 

It is explained in Chassidus3that the service of Hashem with the brain and the heart are not 

                                                      

1. As we have explained many times, Pirkei Avos teaches one to be a Chossid, meaning that it 

teaches us to go beyond the letter of the law. Everyone must set aside time to study Torah every day, during 

the day and at night. However, Shammai’s teaching does not necessarily apply to all of us. 
2. Loving one’s fellow is one of the 613 commandments of the Torah. Moreover, based on Hillel’s 

famous teaching, this includes the entire Torah (Tractate Shabbos 31, a). However, this, as is the case with 

all Mitzvos, stems from emotion. One performs positive commandments because he loves G-d. Likewise 

one refrains from transgressing negative commandments because he fears, or is in awe of Hashem. 

3. See the Chassidic Discourses of the year 1906, beginning with Page 111. See also Sefer 

Hamaamorim Kuntreisim Volume 2, beginning with Page 596. 
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only different; they are polar opposites. Practically expressing one's emotions requires the presence 

of another person. Likewise, one cannot fear without having someone else to fear. However, 

intellect is much better served when one is alone. It's precisely when one is by himself that it's 

possible to really think deeply into something. Only then can he attain a thorough understanding 

of a concept4. How can there possibly be a connection between the two? 

Moreover, from our Mishnah, seemingly, the first part follows the second. The first step is 

making Torah a permanent fixture, and from that, we come to greet everyone and anyone 

cheerfully. How can this be? 

The Explanation 

To answer this question, the Mishnah begins by telling us that "Shammai would say," 

meaning this Mishnah is telling us Shammai's teachings. What is expressed by Shammai? We are 

told in Tehillim that5 "I will place (ושם – 'vesom') the way." The Gemorah explains this as follows6. 

"Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi says that this verse refers to one who appraises his ways7." The Alter 

Rebbe explains in Likkutei Torah8 that based on this, the name Shammai is related to appraising, 

meaning evaluating.  

This name teaches us that every Jew must constantly evaluate all of his paths and all of the 

strengths he was given. By accurately measuring and thereby appreciating all of the abilities which 

Hashem has given him, he will realize that he can do more than he realized. He can go far beyond 

what he thought he could. He can succeed to the utmost in Torah study, "making Torah a 

permanent fixture of his life." At the same time, he can grow in Mitzvah observance in the most 

meticulous manner, "greeting everyone with a cheerful face." Even though these two appear to be 

mutually exclusive, he will discover that he can succeed at both by honestly appraising himself. 

This idea is the focus of Pirkei Avos, namely, going beyond the letter of the law and the 

                                                      

4. Further on it does say (Pirkei Avos Chapter 6, 6) that Torah can be acquired by “companionship 

with one's contemporaries and debating with one's students.” This seems to imply that being with others is 
helpful for Torah study. However, this only refers to others who are also involved in Torah study. It 

certainly is not related to greeting everyone in a friendly manner. 

5. Tehillim 50:23. 

6. Tractate Moed Kattan, 5, a. 

7. The Hebrew word can either be read “vesom,” which means to place, or “veshom,” which means 
to appraise, evaluate or measure. 

8. Shir Hashirim 48, c. 
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limitations of human intellect. In this manner, we will indeed bring Moshiach now! 

(Adapted from the Sichah of Shabbos Parshas Shemini, 5735) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I hope you gained as much by reading this as I did by translating and adapting it. 

To dedicate a week, a month, or a year of 

The Rashi of the Week or Pirkei Avos of the Week, visit 

http://rebbeteachesrashi.org/contact-us-dedicate-an-issue 

You can find us on the web at www.RebbeTeachesRashi.org.  

You can find our blog at https://rebbetr.org. 
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DEDICATED IN HONOR OF 

THE LUBAVITCHER REBBE 

* * * 
IN LOVING MEMORY OF 

Dr. Mindel Rivka (Muriel) bas Reb Menachem Mendel Shlomo      ה"ע
Stitt 

Passed away on Shabbat Parshat Lech Lecha, 10 Mar-Cheshvan, 5782 

May Her Soul be bound in the Eternal Bond of Life 

* 

DEDICATED BY HER FAMILY שיחיו 

* * * 

IN HONOR OF 

The Soldiers of "Tzivos Hashem" 

Chaim and Aiden Oded שיחיו   
Morris 

May they merit to be a source of Chassidic pride  

to their family and a Torah light to their community 

* 

DEDICATED BY THEIR PARENTS 

Rabbi & Mrs. Menachem M. and Chaya Mushka שיחיו   
Morris 

* * * 

IN HONOR OF 

Mrs. Esther' שתחי Sharabani 

May she go from strength to strength 

in health, happiness, Torah, and mitzvot 

* 

DEDICATED BY HER SON 

Mr. Gershon (Geri) 'שי Bentov 
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 לזכות מוקדש
 מליובאוויטש דורנו נשיא ר"אדמו ק"כ

* * * 
 נשמת לעילוי

  ה"ע שלמה מענדל מנחם 'ר בת רבקה מינדל מרת
 סתית

 ב"תשפ חשון-מר ד"יו לך, לך פרשת ק"ש נפטרה
 ה. ב. צ. נ. ת.

* 
 שיחיו משפחתה בני נדבת

* * * 
 לזכות

 "השם צבאות" חיילי
 שיחיו עודד עדןו חיים

 מאריס
* 

 הוריהם י"ע נדפס
 שיחיו מושקא 'חיו מענדל מנחם 'ר ת"הרה

 מאריס

* * *   

 שרבני 'שתחי אסתר מרת
 צדק גואל ביאת עד טובות ושנים ימים לאריכות

 בגו"ר והצלחה ברכה ולשנת הנכונה בריאות ומתוך

* 
 בנה י"ע נדפס

 טוב בן 'שי גרשון 'ר

 

 




