
This article is the first in six-part series on 
Pirkei Avot, Ethics of the Fathers, which is
traditionally learned during minchah on
Shabbat afternoon during the summer 
months. The articles are based upon the
commentary of the Maharal of Prague (Rabbi
Yehuda Loew d.1609).

Yehoshua ben Perachya says: “Accept a Torah
teacher upon yourself; acquire a friend for
yourself, and judge everyone favour-
ably” (Pirkei Avot 1:6, page 524-526 in
the Chief Rabbi’s green siddur).

Being non-judgmental is considered
one of the most highly valued traits in
today’s world - but it is also one of the
most difficult to attain. As one
contemporary writer observed, we 
often judge others by their behaviour –
yet we judge ourselves by our
intentions. How can we equip ourselves
with the correct tools in order to work
towards correcting the disparity
between the way we look at others 
and the way we view our own failings?

In a highly insightful approach to this problem,
the Maharal finds in this Mishnah a
revolutionary guide towards forming a truly
non-judgmental society. He notes that the
three components of Rabbi Yehoshua’s state-
ment initially seem to be unrelated. The first
relates to the selection of a Torah teacher, 
the second concerns the ‘acquisition’ of a
friend, and the third instructs us to judge
others favourably.

Yet, in the Maharal’s analysis, these three
elements actually form a unified whole, all
revolving around the same theme. The
underlying message of this Mishnah is that,
regardless of the nature of the relationship,
what ultimately fosters harmony in society is

the ability to avoid judging others in a negative
manner.

Thus, the Mishnah begins with the injunction
to ‘accept a Torah teacher upon yourself’. In the
Maharal’s formulation, this statement
encourages us to realise the value and
importance of having a teacher in Torah, even
if that teacher is not perfect in every way.
Accept leadership and guidance with a measure
of understanding that the leader is also human.

Next, the Mishnah tells us to
‘acquire a friend’ for ourselves.
It enjoins us to work upon
fostering enduring friendships
with our peers. This means
striving not to fall victim to the
unfortunate tendency to look
down upon them if they do not
always meet what we consider
to be our own high standards. 

Finally, we should never judge
any person we come in 
contact with in a negative

manner because of their perceived short-
comings. Instead, ‘judge everyone favourably.’
Strive to understand and empathise with
everyone. Work on drawing them near instead
of driving them away.

Seen in this light, the three elements of 
Rabbi Yehoshua’s statement form a compre-
hensive guide to the correct perspective that
we should seek to engender in our inter-
personal relationships with others. No matter
whether they are our mentor, friend or simply
individuals that we come into contact with 
on a casual basis, it is in developing a non-
judgmental and understanding approach
towards their behaviour that will ultimately
foster good relationships and lead to a more
harmonious society in general.
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