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Parshat Acharei-Mot  5788 
Rav Mordechai Elon (edited and translated by his students)  

 

Avot chapter 2 – 60 minutes! 
 

If you have learnt a lot of Torah… 

The second chapter of Pirkei Avot ends with Rabbi Tarphon, who was a student of Rabbi Yochanan 
Ben Zakai. 

מֹור לֹא ,ָהָיה אֹוֵמר הּוא ָלאָכה ִלגְּ לֹא ,ָעֶליָך ַהמְּ ֵבה ִאם .ַאָתה ֶבן חֹוִרין ִלָבֵטל ִמֶמָנה וְּ ָת תֹוָרה ַהרְּ ִנים ,ָלַמדְּ ָלְך ָשָכר  נֹותְּ
ֵבה ֶנֱאָמן .ַהרְּ ַשֶלם וְּ ָך ֶשיְּ תְּ ַלאכְּ ֻעָלָתְך הּוא ַבַעל מְּ ַכר פְּ ַדע .ָלְך שְּ ָכָרן ֶשל ַצִדיִקים ֶלָעִתיד ַמַתן ,וְּ  .1ָלבֹוא שְּ

He used to say: It is not your responsibility to finish the work, but neither are you free to desist from 

it. If you have learned much Torah, your reward will be much; and the Master of your work is 
trustworthy to pay you the wage for your activity. And know, the giving of reward to the righteous 

is in the future to come. 

The subject of learning Torah began with the sayings of Rabbi Yochanan Ben Zakai, the Rabbi who 
taught his students “If you have learnt much Torah, dont feel it is a great achievement” and ends 
with Rabbi Tarphon, who gives a calming message “If you have learnt much Torah, you will receive 

great rewards”. 

Pressure or calm? 

The calming message of Rabbi Tarphon comes after a sentence that sounds pressurizing 

ָלאָכה ַרִבי ַהמְּ פֹון אֹוֵמר ַהיֹום ָקֵצר וְּ ֻרָבה ַטרְּ ַהפֹוֲעִלים ,מְּ ַהָשָכר ,ֲעֵצִלים וְּ ֵבה וְּ  .2ַהַבִית דֹוֵחק ּוַבַעל ,ַהרְּ

Rabbi Tarphon said: The day is short and the work is much, and the workers are lazy and the 

reward is great, and the Master of the house is pressing. 

How can someone know or feel if this is his last day? Rabbi Eliezer answers “Exactly, that is the 
point, you understand”.  

 3.ונמצא כל ימיו בתשובה, ישוב היום שמא ימות למחר, וכל שכן: אמר להן

Rabbi Eliezer’s students asked him: But does a person know the day on which he will die? He said 

to them: All the more so this is a good piece of advice, and one should repent today lest he die 
tomorrow; and by following this advice one will spend his entire life in a state of repentance.  



 
The commentators explain that Rabbi Tarphon is telling us something even greater. There are long 

days, as in the summer, and in them we feel that we have enough time. Rabbi Tarphon teaches us 
“no – the day is short” in the reality of our lives the days are getting shorter and shorter, sunset is 

coming!  

So what is Rabbi Tarphon saying? Relax or the opposite? 

On the way up 

Rebbe Nachman explains: We look at the moment of death as something very frightening, it's the 
end. Let's imagine someone reaching his last breath, and an angel comes to accompany him on his 

journey to heaven. A good angel with a white beard, who just before the end says to the jew - 

“Dear yid, you have another 60 minutes in this world”. 

Lets imagine this Jew was at a ripe old age, 120. The angel says to him “you have to decide what to 

do in your last hour”. He is 120 years old, but still in full strength. He has business deals to close, 
things not ended, he is angry with someone who overtook him at a traffic light, he has an 

argument with the council about taxes, his neighbours owe him money, etc. etc. So what will he 
do in his final 60 minutes? Will he continue the argument with the driver who overtook him or 
with the council? Or will he take all his children, grandchildren and great grandchildren to be with 

him when he parts from this world? This is of course what he will do. So, explains Rebbe 
Nachman , we can understand what makes us waste time on mundane matters, the silly things 

that pressure us, the need to stick up for “principles” and get angry – having too much spare time. 
It seems to us that we have all the time in the world – If only we knew we had only 60 minutes, we 

wouldn't waste time on silly things. 

The future – now! 

The day is short – we have only an hour, 60 happy minutes, one good hour. How can this not 
pressure us, but do the opposite, cause us to look at them as the only hour in our lives? 

He ends by saying “Know the prize for Tzadikkim in the next world”, if you live knowing “the world 

to come” is about to come, then the experience will be even greater 

 


