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Introduction

Comparative cultural studies are a necessary pursuit. Such study does not aim to
reduce all cultures to a single form, rather it highlights parallel reactions to similar
conditions. Parallels between seemingly dissimilar traditions point to a commonality of
the human condition.

While the Jewish and Chinese traditions certainly differ, there exist many
similarities. Texts belonging to these traditions, namely the Avot and the Analects of
Confucius, reflect such similarities.

Both texts comprise great bodies of thought dealing with the human condition.
They address proper behavior of the individual. Both texts elevate the importance of
study, respect for others, especially for those holding positions of esteem, and self-
improvement. The 4Analects and Avot present ideal models of behavior and instruction
for the individual.

The Analects of Confucius and Avot share a similar structure. The texts attribute
statements to specific people. However, the disciples or the disciples of these disciples
recorded the sayings, often after the passing of these original teachers. Therefore, both
texts present schools of thought based on the teachings of certain individuals. The
Analects attribute most sayings to Confucius or one of his disciples. Avor attributes its
statements to specific Rabbis. Since neither Confucius nor the Rabbis wrote the texts

themselves, the accuracy of the attribution is unclear. Rather, the thinkers use the past to

legitimize their present claims. Both traditions value the teachings of the past. If the




statement the text makes refers to earlier teachings, it is all the more authoritative.
Ancestors and past sages serve as ideal models.

The statements themselves are similar in nature. Generally, they begin with the
name or title of the person credited with the saying. The aphorism follows. Most entrees
are short, to the point, and directive. The similarities in content and structure are striking.

The Analects and Avot arise out of similar contexts. The thinkers taught during
times of political and social instability. They focused on an ideal existence rather than on
reality. However, the texts flourished as the situations stabilized. The stability of the
early Rabbinic period under Roman rule (beginning in 63 B.C.E. ) bears striking
similarities to that of the Han period (206 B.C.E.-220 C.E.). In both cases, stability
afforded the people the luxury of study and concentration on ethical behavior. Similar
contexts produce similar modes of thought. Though the details of culture certainly differ,
human responses to similar political situations tend toward similarity.

While political and social stability aided the influence of these texts, technological
sophistication helped as well. An advanced system of roads, for instance, benefits
commerce as well as easing communication. Life is easier. Ideas spread faster. Under
the Romans and the Han dynasty, the people profited from such technological advances.

Similarities abound, but differences certainly exist as well. Ultimate political
authority differed in the Chinese and Jewish worlds. Where the Han government used
the Analects as its projected ideal, the Jewish text spoke to a Jewish society living under
foreign rule. Certain subjects reflect the difference in ultimate political authority.

Our world changes daily. Technology allows for communication and cultural

exchange unprecedented in the history of human beings. The inherent similarities




between cultures could certainly prove to be useful in bridging gaps between seemingly

different peoples. Human beings respond to our world in similar ways.




Chapter 1: Historical Background

In the history of the world, the Chinese dynasties ruled the largest territories and
maintained the greatest monopoly of centralized power.! We see patterns of political
history through Chinese dynasties. Generally, we find a desire toward political
reunification. Unity ensured peace and prosperity.” Stability rises with China’s ability to
remain unified.

History credits the unification of China to the Zhou (pronounced “jou”) dynasty
(circa 1040-221 B.C.E). The dynasty grew through conquest. The Zhou established
power through a system of feudal states. Sons of the Zhou rulers presided over these
states and remained loyal to the central government through ties of kinship.> The Zhou
dynasty, like that of the Shang, used kinship as the basis of political organization.* The
central government successfully controlled its numerous states. In this way, unity
prevailed. Those groups successfully conquered acculturated. During the early Zhou,
many adopted the rituals, writing system and administration of the central Zhou
authority.>

The previous dynasty, the Shang, worshiped their own ancestors. They attributed
legitimate rule to their own lineage. The Zhou radically differed. They created the notion
of the Mandate of Heaven. Through this theory, Heaven legitimized the ruling family’s

position. Heaven needed to consent to one’s rulership. Thus, the ruler had Heaven’s

'Fairbanks, John King, and Goldman, Merle, China, A New History (Cambridge: The
, Belnap Press of Harvard University Press, 1998) 46.
Fairbanks, 47.
? Fairbanks, 39.
* Fairbanks, 40.




approval to rule. They claimed that an impersonal deity, entitled Heaven, sanctioned their

rule based on the moral behavior of the ruler.® Thus the Mandate of Heaven attached a
level of moral appropriateness to the party in control. The ruler portrayed himself as
ethical. Where kinship once ruled, morality now reigned. Based on the Zhou’s elevated
notion of morality, Confucius will idealize proper conduct.

As time passed, the central authority lost its control over the numerous states.
Arguably, unity under the Zhou could not endure. The Zhou dynasty lacked a good
system of communication, an adequate monetary system and the political experience
necessary to maintain the unity of such a vast area.” Over a period of three hundred years
or so, the Zhou dynasty experienced the gradual decline of its central power. In 475
B.C.E. the dynasty entered the period of the Warring States. During this time the larger
states actively rallied for ultimate power.®

Instability marked the period of the Warring States. The many states fought wars
constantly. The boundaries of the states often shifted.” Brute force ruled. The era lacked
authority and order. The desire for political advantage subordinated ethical behavior.'°
Politically and ideologically, the period of the Warring States marks the ultimate
breakdown of the central Zhou government.

The state of Qin (pronounced “chin’) enjoyed powerful growth during the period

of the Warring States. The self entitled First Emperor instituted reforms, building upon

* Fairbanks, 40.
: Fairbanks, 40.
Creel, H.G., Confucius, the Man and the Myth (New York: The john Day Company,
1949) 13.

: html://emuseum.mnsu.edu/prehistory/china/ancient_china/zhou.html
Creel, 15.

10 Creel, 20.
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the Legalist themes.!! The Legalist school relied upon reward and punishment as the

means of keeping the people in order.'? The authorities generously rewarded or harshly
punished the people according to their actions. The Qin encouraged loyalty to the state.
They elevated their law over all kinship ties. The state invigorated the business of
agriculture. The people could buy and sell the land. The state created a bureaucratic
system. Counties reported to the central authority in writing.'> Such political, social, and
economic changes lead to a powerful central authority. The Qin had military strength as
well. In 221 B.C.E,, the state of Qin defeated the other states. The Qin bureaucratized
the empire. They appointed a military and civil head to each area. The Qin standardized
writing and weights and measures. They built highways equal to those of the Roman
Empire."* Surely, the technological advancements eased their ability to control the vast
area. Through the Qin dynasty, order reclaimed its hold on China.

The Han dynasty followed the Qin chronologically. The Han controlled China
from 206 B.C.E to 220 C.E. John Berthrong argues that “no other imperial institution
lasted as long or was as successful as the Chinese empire founded by the Han... the
invention of such an enduring political and social order happened only once in human
history.”'* The Han utilized the Qin’s tools of power. They continued the bureaucratic
system. They established government posts that sent communication on the highways,

and regional inspectors who reported to the capital.'® The Han controlled all economic

"' Fairbanks, 55,
2 Fairbanks, 55.
3 Fairbanks, 55.
" Fairbanks $6.
15 Berthrong, John H. Transformations of the Confucian Way (Boulder, CO: Westview
6 Press, 1998) 35.
Fairbanks, 57, 59.




life. They established governmental markets and set prices. Officials collected taxes that
went into the court treasury.!” The Han developed good foreign relations. They
appeased potential invaders. They used diplomacy to recruit “barbarians” when fighting
other groups.'® With a strong central government, the Han unified the Chinese Empire.
It was under such stable conditions that Confucianism flourished.

The philosopher and scholar named Confucius (551-479 B.C.E. ) lived during the
turbulent period of the Warring States. Confucius was a contemporary of some of the
great thinkers of world history, including Buddha, the prophets of Israel and the pre-
Socratic philosophers in Greece. Though they lived thousands of years ago, all of these
thinkers continue to influence society today. Thus Confucius exists as one of the most
influential people throughout world history. Outside the arrival of Buddhism, the themes
and ideas that dominate East Asia arose between the time of Confucius and the Han
dynasty.'® Confucius and his disciples set the tone for much of Chinese thinking that
succeeded them. Berthrong eloquently explains that if “the history of Western thought is
a series of footnotes on Plato[,] much the same can be said about Confucius, Mencius,

»20 in the east.

and Hsun Tzu,
Details of Confucius’ life remain a mystery. Because of the later popularity of his
work, legend surrounds the stories about him. For instance, we know that he had a son

and daughter, but we know nothing of a wife. However, later traditions speak of a

divorce. He says of himself that he had humble beginnings.?' He tried unsuccessfully to

'7 Fairbanks, 59.
'% Fairbanks, 61.
;z Berthrong, 15.
o Berthrong, 15.
Creel, 25.
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enter into government. Instead, he turned to teaching and learning. Interestingly, his
early disciples tried to emulate the life the Master wanted through government
employment. However, the disciples of the disciples emulated his actual life and became
learned people.”* Since the latter were most likely responsible for the Analects,? the
teachings attributed to Confucius primarily concern individual conduct rather than
societal conduct.>® Even when the Analects instruct the actions of a prince, the directions
involve his duty as an individual, rather than his action on behalf of his people. The
individual stands as the focal point for Confucian teaching.

Confucius lived through a time of great turmoil. Because of his turbulent times,
he glorified the earlier Zhou period of stability. Generally, the Chinese tended to idealize
life under the early Zhou dynasty. They envisioned this period as one of unity, peace and
justice.?® Though Confucius may not have known much about previous cultures, he
certainly idealized the past. He believed their teachings expressed how people should
act. 2 During a time of constant struggle, Confucius sought a system that taught people to
act ethically. Confucius attempted to make order out of the chaos around him. He
criticized the reality and imagined the ideal. He turned to the past to find the stability his
generation lacked. In fact, Confucianists explain that Confucian teaching simply repeats
the teachings of the past. Berthrong explains that “just as Judaism holds that there was a
great deal of Jewish history before the revelation to Moses at Mt. Sinai, Confucians

advertise that Confucianism existed long before Confucius...Confucians maintain that

2 Creel, 74.

23 Legge, James, Confucius (New York: Dover Publications Inc., 1971)15.
24
Creel, 74.
2 Creel, 13.
% Berthrong, 14.
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they are simply reminding humanity of the profound truths to be found in the teaching of
the great sages of Chinese high antiquity.”?’ Confucius reiterates the crucial teachings
taught by the great teachers of earlier times.

As mentioned earlier, the disciples of Confucius’ disciples likely compiled the
Analects of Confucius at the end of the fourth or beginning of the fifth century B.CEZ®
The Analects seems to lack any intrinsic organization. The work fails to have an ongoing
progression,?® which suggests an amalgam of collected materials rather than a single
work. The Analects direct the individual toward proper conduct. Essentially, ethical
conduct on behalf of an individual creates a stable society. The Analects serve as an
example of the idea expressed by Berthrong. “...[A]ll Chinese thought aims to teach
people a regulative rule about how to guide their action, either as individuals or as

members of a group.”°

The Analects emphasize the notion of “humaneness.” This
virtue establishes the foundation of civilization.”> Humaneness includes proper and
moral conduct. In a “true civilization,” people treat each other ethically. Since
Confucius lived through a particularly immoral time, his teachings reflect the ideal rather
than reality.

Proper conduct includes both ethical as well as appropriate behavior. The term
appropriate refers to suitable conduct between specific people. The hierarchy of

relationships holds an important role in the Analects. Fairbanks thus explains China’s

hierarchy: “Parents were supetior to children, men to women, rulers to subjects. Each

27 Berthrong, 13.
28 Legge, 14.
¥ Legge, 14.
30 Berthrong, 16.
3 Berthrong, 16.
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person therefore had a role to perform, a conventionally fixed set of social expectations to
which individual behavior should conform.”*? If only every person adhered to the rules
regarding hierarchical behavior, order would hold sway.

The importance of proper behavior applies especially to rulers. Certainly during
the period of the Warring States, the rulers conducted themselves immorally. However,
if one behaved morally, he acquired certain prestige. This prestige gave one influence
over the people.33 Thus, moral behavior certainly benefited the person of authority. A
ruler’s moral behavior made people want to follow. Proper conduct sanctioned one’s
rule. This notion recalls the Zhou’s idea of the Mandate of Heaven. Good behavior
legitimized one’s authority.

The Analects express the view that people have the power to perfect themselves.
People are perfectible. Confucius stressed the equality of people at birth. Through their
own efforts, people become either moral or immoral.** Every individual has the power
and duty to perfect oneself.

Confucius also stressed the importance of models. Those in influential places
must behave appropriately, for they serve as examples for those lower in the hierarchy.
One’s moral conduct serves as the most powerful tool of influence. Living people can
serve as models as well as people of the past. Therefore, one connects with the past by
emulating their behavior.”* Effectively, Confucius satisfies the goal of glorifying the past

and reinforcing hierarchical relationships through the notion of behavioral models.

32 Fairbanks, 51.
33 Fairbanks, 52.
3% Fairbanks, 52.
% Berthrong, 20.
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Certainly, Confucius imagined an idealized world. He wanted perfect order, a
world in which everyone knew their place in the hierarchy and acted accordingly. He
believed in a world where everyone acted ethically while taking proper educational steps
toward improving him/herself. The Han found Confucianism useful: it favors the status
quo. Confucianism tends toward conservatism. Confucius favors age over youth, the
past over the present, the establishment over change. His teachings, thus, offer a
successfully stable system.>® However, Confucius lived in a time of social and political
instability. His message of ethical conduct fell on deaf ears. Because of the constant
warfare around them, the people necessarily dealt with the more immediate concerns of
life and death.. Rather, Confucianism waited for China to enter a stable condition before
it could reach its utmost potential.

The Han dynasty fused Confucianism and Legalism.>” The rulers liked Legalism
and its policy of reward and punishment for the general population. However, a new
upper class emerged as the dominant social group at this time.>® In order to keep their
loyalty, the ruler used Confucian ideals. Here, rituals were crucial. When a ruler
conducted the rituals correctly, others supported his rule. Additionally, the Han lacked
the strength to rule solely by force. Thus, they utilized the Confucian system to show
their concern for morality and proper behavior.*® Proper ritual conduct legitimized the
ruler in the eyes of the upper class. They valued the rituals and the ruler’s desire to

behave appropriately. Confucianism was thus useful in a bureaucratic system.

3¢ Fairbanks, 53.
37 Fairbanks, 62.
38 Fairbanks, 60.
% Fairbanks, 62.
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Confucianism emphasized action and its consequences in this world. Though the
Analects discuss Heaven, this world’s events were primary. Therefore, the emperor stood
as the ultimate source of reward and punishment.*® Clearly, such an idea benefited the
Han emperor. Through Confucian teachings, people lived in fear of him as the ultimate
authority. Ideally, he had only to convince the people of his morality through proper
ritual. Then, the people venerated him.

Other Confucian ideals encouraged support of the emperor. Loyalty of the
inferior to the superior lies at the foundation of Confucius’ hierarchical system.*! With
loyalty comes duty. Thus, true Confucian officials must dutifully serve their ruler in
order to fulfill their roles within society.

The Confucianists guaranteed themselves a place within the imperial government
due to the emphasis on properly conducted ritual. These educated people knew the how
to conduct them. Together, the scholars and the emperor provided all necessary aspects
of control. The emperor maintained the instruments and the symbols of power such as
the throne itself, the police, and the army. The scholars provided the ideology that
legitimized the emperor’s reign.* Due to its usefulness, Confucianism became heavily
ingrained into the Han government. Confucian scholars were necessary advisors to the
emperor. Through their relationship to the government, Confucianists gained influence

over Chinese. Thus Confucian norms and ideals became Chinese norms and ideals.

“ Fairbanks, 53,
! Fairbanks, 68.
*2 Fairbanks, 67.

14




Scholarship itself became an important aspect of the Chinese world because of the
role scholars played as advisors. Society elevated education. People, therefore, attached
superiority to learned people.

Under the Han dynasty, Confucianism gained much popularity. The imperial
government and the scholars alike used the system to their benefit. However, such a
system succeeded because the Han created political and social stability. Through a
unified central government, peace and stability reigned the land. Thus, people had the
luxury of grappling with issues of ethics and ritual. Confucius’ ideal and moral teachings
only make sense in a world where more basic needs were generally met. Such was the

condition under the Han dynasty.

The history of the Jews surprisingly follows a similar scheme of fluctuation
between stability and instability. Judah enjoyed relative stability under Cyrus of Persia
(559-529 B.C.E.). The Persians established a system akin to the feudal system. Local
leaders ran smaller states under the umbrella of the larger Persian Empire.43 For all
intents and purposes, the Jews ruled themselves. Returning from exile in 450 B.C.E,
Nehemiah rebuilt Jerusalem. Through his reforms, he politically stabilized Judah for

more than two and a half centuries. Nehemiah “found™ an new constitution, called Torat

Moshe. ¥

% Cohen, Martin A., Two Sister Faiths: In Introduction to a T ypological Approach to

Early Rabbinic Judaism and Early Christianity (Massachusetts: Assumption
College, 1985) 7.
* Cohen, Two Sister F aiths, 8.
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Torah Moshe describes a world dominated by agriculturists. At the time, the

average Jew lived as a small farmer.*® Taxation in the form of produce and the sacrifice
of animals appropriately reflect a rural system. The sacrificial system provided meaning.
Through the cult and priesthood, the individual connected with the deity. In turn the
deity bestowed blessing appropriate to the needs of the farmer, such as health and
cooperative weather conditions.* For those who inhabited urban areas, Torat Moshe was
likely irrelevant. Their needs differed from those of the agriculturists. They were not
connected to the cycle of the land. The required sacrifices would have been difficult to
obtain since they did not raise animals or farm. However, the fact that Torat Moshe
reigned as the constitution for so many hundreds of years suggests that there were too
few urbanites to necessitate a change in the overall worldview.*’ Torat Moshe satisfied
most people, thus Persian force was minimal.*® Stability characterized the situation.
With the Greek conquest under Alexander the Great, however, all of this changed.

When Alexander the Great entered the Middle East in 334 B.C.E, the balance of
stability was necessarily upset.** Alexander the Great rearranged the political and social
organization that existed. He established the Hellenistic City. Used for economic
development and political control, natives as well as imposed Hellenists controlled these
cities. When such cities became hellenized officially, they reached polis status. The
polis or city-state exploited the countryside. They deflated agricultural prices and caused

vast migration into the city. Jerusalem became such a polis in 175 B.C.E. The

45 Cohen, Two Sister Faiths, 10.
46 Cohen, Two Sister Faiths, 10.
# Cohen, Two Sister Faiths, 10.
:: Cohen, Two Sister Faiths, 11.

Cohen, Two Sister Faiths, 11.
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irreversible alteration in Jewish society lead to hundreds of years of instability.*® Social
and political upheaval characterizes this region until 70 C.E.

Ideologically, the new reality was incapable of meshing with the old constitution.
Hellenistic ideas upset the balance of inherited traditions.”’ The constitution needed
renovation. The texts of the latter part of this period, as we shall see, reflect the radical
changes the constitution underwent. Politically, revolution and the constantly changing
authority mark the unstable times.

The Seleucids technically controlled the region of Palestine beginning in 198
B.C.E.*? Judah struggled with them as well as amongst themselves.” The foreign
power, however, caused the subgroups to join forces. They bound together against the
Seleucid enemy under the leadership of the Hasmoneans. Martin Cohen argues that their
success came from the ability to reinterpret the Torah “in such a way as to reestablish
meaning and purpose in the lives of the disoriented.” However, at least two
constituencies existed. The agriculturist longed for the good old days of the farm. Their
lives radically changed for the worse due to their migration to the urban areas. The
artisan and the craftsman languished in the cities. They continued to live under a
constitution that disregarded their concerns and condition. Therefore, there were at least
two different issues for the people. The farmers wanted to return to life as it was, while
the urbanites required an ideological and social system that better reflected their lifestyle.

After the Hasmonean victory, Judah Maccabee instituted changes in favor of the

%% Cohen, Two Sister Faiths, 11.

3! Cohen, Two Sister Faiths, 11.

32 Cohen, Two Sister Faiths, 11.

53 Cohen, Martin, “The Hasmonean Revolution Politically Considered,” CCAR Journal
(Fall 1975) p. 13.
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urbanites.”® Unsatisfied with this direction, subgroups that had sided with the
Hasmoneans against the Seleucids now allied themselves with the Seleucids in a
successful counter-revolution. Twelve years after the counter-revolution, the
Hasmoneans gained a “firm grip on authority.”®

Rome enters the area in 63 B.C.E. The Jews continue to fight amongst
themselves as well as with Rome. Cohen explains that the next hundred years “...are
characterized by dictatorial repression, smoldering hostility, the continuous threat or
presence of civil war and irreversible trend toward general rebellion.”’

The political parties known as the Pharisees and the Sadducees opposed each
other. Their versions of the constitution conflicted. The Sadducean version tended
toward a conservative approach to Torah while the Pharisees liberally interpreted the
text.®® The Sadducean worldview reflected the needs of the rural population. It
represented the agriculturists' interest in understanding the Torah literally. Torat Moshe's
sacrificial requirements continued to be relevant for farmers. The Pharisaic approach
meshed with the urbanites. The Pharisaic worldview concerned life in the city. They
developed the notions of a world to come and resurrection. Through mitzvot, divine
commandments, one ensures a better life beyond the immediate, earthly existence. Urban

life was difficult. The revolution of Pharisaic thinking gave the suffering urbanites hope

of a better existence in another time.

:: Cohen, Two Sister Faiths, 12.
Cohen Two Sister Faiths, 13.
Cohen Two Sister Faiths, 13.
Cohen Two Sister Faiths, 20.
Cohen Two Sister Faiths, 15.
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Tannaitic literature represents this urban reality. >> The Pharisees instituted the

notion of an Oral Law as well as a Written one. Officially, God revealed both at Sinai.
Thus, both oral and written Torah’s were binding. Halakha, which might be translated as
the “way,” was the new legal procedure by which the individual regulated the
relationship with the divine. Where the Temple cult necessitated a priestly class to
mediate between the people and God, halakha allowed the individual to do it on his/her
own. The new system was highly individualistic rather than communal.®’ Halakha
addressed the individual’s legal responsibility and behavior. The Pharisaic system begins
to take hold because of the Hasmonean victory, since the urbanites served as their
primary constituency. Tonal Judaism shifts from a rural to an urban perspective.
Instability is an understatement. Judaism redefined itself during this period. Ellis Rivkin
explains that “[t]he old theocratic-Pentateuchal system was shorn of its authority; its most
powerful institutions were radically modified; its autocratic priestly leadership was
replaced. A new system of authority emerged; novel institutions were created; fresh
concepts were generated, and a new leadership gave direction.”®' Essentially, a new
brand of Judaism emerged.

Surely, Torat Moshe continued to speak to the life and worldview of many
people. However, due to the backing of the Romans, the Pharisaic interpretation of
reality ultimately prevailed.® However, instability continued. Once the Sadducees are

no longer a major threat to Pharisaic authority, subgroups of Pharisees began to splinter

59 Cohen, Two Sister Faiths, 15-16.
Cohen Two Sister Faiths, 17.

kam, Ellis, A Hidden Revolution (Nashville: Abington, 1978) pp. 214, 215.
Cohen, Two Sister Faiths, 20, 21.
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from the centrist groups. This period saw a great number and variety of Pharisaic sects

who vied for control.®®

The destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem by the Romans in 70 C.E. shifted
Jewish authority from Jerusalem to Yavneh. Yavneh administratively replaced Jerusalem,
just as the synagogue replaced the Temple, prayer replaced sacrifice and a scholar class
replaced the priestly caste.® Pharisaic Judaism required no ritual center. The
innovations of prayer and mirzvot could take place anywhere. Thus, numerous
synagogues as houses of meeting, study and prayer replaced the Temple.* Jerusalem and
the Temple became symbols. Indeed, God dwelt in the Temple. Thus, the institution
could not be done away with altogether.® However, both the Temple and Jerusalem lost
their functional purposes. Such changes mark the radical instability of the time.

The rise of the scholar class in this period is crucial to our comparison. Cohen
explains that “[t]he scholars were now differentiated by the mechanism of ordination...It
conferred authority in legal matters in accordance with the two-fold law and entrée to
administrative and judicial preference.”®’ These ordainees or Rabbis became the
authorities of this period. Thus, education and knowledge became the essential qualities
necessary for a position of authority, rather than the hereditary system of the priests. The
new system elevates learning and knowledge to new heights. Since the scholar represents

society’s ideal, study emerged as an important pursuit.

:: Cohen, Two Sister Faiths, 21.
o Cohen, Two Sister Faiths, 32.
Cohen, Two Sister Faiths, 16-17.
* Cohen, Martin A, “Synagogue: History and Tradition,” The Encyclopedia of Religion,
vol. 14, ed. Mircea Eliade (New York: Macmillian Publishing Company, 1987) p.
211.
%7 Cohen, Two Sister Faiths, 32.
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The Pharisaic revolution spawned a new form of Judaism. Rivkin argues that the

Mishnah “is the most enduring achievement of this revolution.”®® The Mishnah breaks
with the Pentateuch in its order and language. For instance, it uses proof texts in a legal
fashion. The bible in its entirety uses no proof texts. The Pentateuch lacks certain
elements found in the Mishnah. Additionally, the Pharisees usurp the power of the
priests in all but specific symbolic matters. The ber din, for instance, replaces all former
judges.® The Mishnah emerges as the quintessential text of the Tannaitic period. The
world that it reflects contrasts so greatly with the one projected by the Torah that it
reveals the dynamism of the period. The power system shifted to a new group, thus the
constitution and ultimately the ideology changes to suit the needs of the new authority
and constituency.

Cohen reports that the Mishnah provided a system of “...enforceable norms for
personal and social behavior.””® Avot, a treatise of the Mishnah, contains many such
norms. Avot is a unique treatise of the Mishnah. It contains no halakha. Though, it
does provide the credentials of students and their teachers. Avot establishes that these
Rabbis form the unbroken chain of authority since revelation at Sinai.”' Each of these
characters offers instruction regarding some aspect of personal conduct. These
statements represent the essential ideas of this period.

Taken together, these sayings reveal the convictions which shaped the

Pharisaic and the early dominant Tannaitic schools: that the principle task

68 Rivkin, 223.
% Rivkin, 224-227.
% Cohen, Two Sister Faiths, 35

7! Goldin, Judah. “ Avot.” Encyclopedia Judaica- CD-ROM edition. Israel: Judaica
Multimedia.
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was to raise many disciples; that the pillars on which society rests are the

Scriptures, worship, and acts of piety; that the duty of man, regardless of
consequernces, is to serve God; that the company of the sages is to be
preferred above all; that a household is to be governed by certain
proprieties; that proper associations are to be cultivated, proper procedures
are to be followed in the administration of justice; that one must engage in
work rather than seek power and political influence; that it is no light
responsibility teachers assume; that priests have social obligations over
and above their ritual ones; that consistency and practice and decency
toward all men are what count; that the study of Torah is of prime
significance; that there are right ways of human conduct to adopt and
wrong ways to avoid... Avor preserved those teachings and emphases of
the Tannaim which reflected what most concerned classical Judaism: the
claim of high antiquity for the Oral Law; the nature and destiny of man;
the permanent centrality of Torah; the doctrine of reward and punishment;
the approved course for man in his life in this world in the expectation of
the world to come.”

Thus, Avot presents those ideals the Rabbis held most dear. It is a collection of the

“teachings of what the Jewish sages considered fundamental aspects of life...””> These

are the norms and teachings upon which Rabbinic Judaism rests.

Avot d’Rabbi Nathan, one of the minor tractates of the Talmud, comments and

expands upon Avor. The themes in Avor are the same as those addressed in Avot

7 Golden, “ Avot.”
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d’'Rabbi Nathan, though the latter includes aggadic material in its expansion upon the
Avot text. There are two editions of the text: one that appears in the Talmud text and
another published by Solomon Schecter. It seems that Avot d’Rabbi Nathan is an early
text as those quoted are from the Tannaitic period. Because it is an early text, it preserves
some of the early Tannaitic teaching that fell out of use later in that period.™
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