Avoth, Chapter Two, Mishnah Sixteen

Introduction

This mishnah is a continuation of Rabbi Tarfon’s statement in the previous mishnah.

Mishnah Sixteen

He [Rabbi Tarfon] used to say: 

It is not your duty to finish the work, but neither are you at liberty to neglect it;    

If you have studied much Torah, you shall be given much reward.

Faithful is your employer to pay you the reward of your labor;    

And know that the grant of reward unto the righteous is in the age to come.    

Explanation

It is not your duty to finish the work, but neither are you at liberty to neglect it:  although Rabbi Tarfon has already stated that the work is great and the day is short, this is not a cause for despair.  It is not our duty to “finish” the study of Torah, but only to push ourselves to continue in this endeavor.  A person must engage in study to the best of his abilities.  There is a parable made about a king who hires workers to fill in a gigantic hole.  The foolish worker takes a look at the hole and says, “How can I ever finish this?”  The intelligent worker says to himself, “I was only hired for a day, at least I have found work.”  Thus God says to his people, “You are all only hired for your day.  Do your day’s work and do not worry about the rest”. 

The end of the mishnah repeats a message that we have heard many times, that the study of Torah will bring reward and that God is faithful to pay this reward.  However, the end of the statement reminds us that rewards are not received in this world.  A person who fulfills the commandments and studies Torah as he is commanded to do and yet does not receive a reward should not despair and lose faith in God, for the reward is not received in this lifetime.  We should probably remind ourselves of Antigonus’s statement in chapter one, mishnah three.  Although the rabbis emphasize the reward for learning Torah, we are warned not to serve God in order to receive this reward.  

Note that there are different explanations for “the world to come” and it is obviously not a concept that human beings can truly grasp, for no human can ever achieve true knowledge of the “world to come”.  All of the statements made by Rabbis about the world to come are only meant to be understood as allegories and parables and not taken literally.  

