
What Standards of Behavior Should We Expect from Rabbis? 

(1) Mishnah Avot (Pirkei Avot) 3:12 

Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa taught: When a person’s good deeds outweigh their 

knowledge of Torah, their Torah knowledge will endure; but when a person’s Torah 

knowledge outweighs their good deeds, their Torah knowledge will not endure. 

(2) Babylonian Talmud Bava Batra 8B 

The early rabbis taught: Funds for charity must be collected by two people and 

distributed by three. It is collected by two people, because any job which confers 

authority over the public should not be done by less than two. The fund should be 

distributed by three, by analogy with civil cases, which are judged by a court of 

three rabbis. 

 (3) Midrash Exodus Rabbah – Yitro 27:9 

For as long as a person is only a Torah scholar, 

but not in a position of leadership, they are not 

punished for what is done wrong in their 

community. However, as soon as a person 

takes on leadership and the tallit, responsibility 

for that community is placed upon that person. 

If they see anyone wronging another, or committing a transgression, and do not 

prevent them from doing so, they will be punished for what that person did.  

The Holy Spirit shrieks: “My child! ‘If you have taken responsibility for a fellow 

human being, you are forever joined to the fate of their oppressor.’” (Proverbs 6:1) 

“The Holy Blessed One says to such people: You and I are standing in a gladiatorial 

arena. Either you emerge victorious – or I do!” 

Questions 

1. What is the link being drawn in source (1) between Torah scholarship and the standards of 

ethical behavior that it is supposed to encourage? 

2. According to source (2), should rabbis be trusted with unsupervised control over their 

discretionary funds? Should any person be entrusted with public funds without oversight? 

3. In source (3), what responsibility does a rabbi have for misdeeds that occur in their 

community? Is it fair that that responsibility rests upon them? 


