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Chapter IV — Mishnah 4
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Rabbi Levitas a man of Yavneh said: be very, very humble of spirit before every
person, for the hope of man is maggots.'
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It will not occur to anyone’s heart to be expecting and hoping only for comforting
words, and not maggots and worms. I.e., everyone knows that man’s life is short, and then the
body will die and decompose. If so, there is a question about the language of the Tanna, “the
hope of man is maggots,” for who would hope for something bad?

Furthermore, what is the meaning of the duplication of the word “very, very”?
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This can be understood by what is written in the 10" chapter of tractate Sanhedrin
(88b): “Who is one who merits the World-to-Come? The humble and lowly of spirit, who
enters the study-hall quietly and exits quietly.”

We need to investigate, what is this “enters quietly and exits quietly”?

Also, there appears to be duplicative language, which is “humble and lowly of spirit.”

’ English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays available at http://zstorah.com
! In most editions of Pirkei Avot, the words “before every person” [a78 23 >93] do not appear in this Mishnah.
See also Mishnah 12, which duplicates the teaching “be humble of spirit before every person.”
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It appears that it is brought in the Jerusalem Talmud of Kilayim (9:3): “Rabbi [ Yehuda
HaNasi] was exceedingly humble and would say, ‘Anything a person asks of me, I will do,
except for what the people of Beteira did to my ancestor [i.e., Hillel], for they removed
themselves from their position of leadership and handed it over to him.” ”

This is the meaning of “enters quietly”: If people wish to bestow greatness upon you,
flee from it. If you must accept a position of greatness, do so with humility and a lowly spirit.

Furthermore, “exits quietly” means that even after you have entered into a position of
greatness, remain humble and give it to others and exit from your position of greatness, as
people of Bnei Beteira did for Hillel.
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Now the language of the Talmud is fine, as it initially states: “Who is one who merits
the World-to-Come? The humble and lowly of spirit.” It is not enough to simply be humble;
rather, even in a position of greatness, one must remain humble, who “enters quietly and
exits quietly,” as we have explained.

This is what the Tanna wished to emphasize by saying “very, very”: both before you
enter a position of greatness and after you have entered it, “be lowly of spirit before every
person,” like Rabbi [ Yehuda HaNasi]| and the elders of Beteira.

D7732X3 19X 077383 M0RIY T 0P 19R) AWh MKW 2 2913, 1I0T Y P93 10nNT i v ml R

22°392" 71V .AWHD KPR, 077383 27 K2, "TRD TR 2K 1971 .70 20" 2203 3307 ,"I9K) 19Y "2 03
D°I0PT "I92 AN RPN ,Tan 0°91737 7392 7 X9 "0

Alternatively, it can be said, as it is said in the 6™ chapter of tractate Chullin (892), that
what is said about Moses and Aaron is greater than what is said about Abraham. For
regarding Abraham, it is written, “I am but dust and ashes,”” whereas concerning Moses and
Aaron, it is written, “What are we?”? indicating even greater humility.

Therefore, he says “very, very”—it’s not enough to be like Abraham, but like Moses.
Furthermore, he says “before every person”—not only before those greater than you, but
even before those who are lesser.

2 Gen. 18:27.
3 Ex. 16:7.
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Why is this, that “the hope of man is maggots,” as above, in Chapter 3, the Tanna
said, “Where are you going? To a place of dust, maggots, and worms.”* It is worth examining:
what is a maggot and what is a worm, and why do I need both to be mentioned?
Commentators explain that a maggot is like a small insect that appears on food before it
becomes rotten, whereas worms are more severe, as they come only after the food has rotted.

This distinction is learned from what we find with manna. Initially, it is written: “And
it bred worms and became rotten,”’ as if to say that because the manna became rotten, it
developed worms. Later, it is written: “And it did not become rotten, and no maggots were
in it.” It’s not enough that it did not become rotten, but even maggots—something minor—
did not appear in it.
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In the book Ma’avar Yabok (page 142), it is written, and this is his language:

Even the number of worms is decreed from above, based on the foulness
and decay caused by one’s actions during their lifetime. The severity of worms
in the flesh corresponds to the severity of one’s deeds. This is not the same for
everyone: regarding this severity, for some, it is exceedingly harsh; for others,
they feel it but not as intensely; and for yet others, they do not feel it at all.

- Aaron Berachiah ben Moses, Ma ‘avar Yabok (Siftei Rinonot 3:41)
At the end of the 1% chapter of tractate Bava Batra (17a), it is said, “The Sages taught:
Seven people were not affected by maggots and worms.” Tosafot raises a difficulty:

Rashba wondered: Isn’t that so for all righteous individuals? For it is
stated in tractate Shabbat, in the 23" chapter, entitled, “One who asks” (152b):

4 Pirkei Avot 3:1.
5 Ex. 16:20.
% Ex. 16:24.



“A tranquil heart gives life to the body, but jealousy rots the bones” (Prov. 14:30).
One who harbors jealousy in his heart will have his bones decay, while one who
does not harbor jealousy in his heart will not have his bones decay.

It is possible that a person’s body will not decay but that maggots will
still affect it. As stated in the account of Rabbi Elazar, son of Rabbi Shimon, in
[tractate Bava] Metzia (84b), [when he instructed his wife not to bury him, she
would examine the body from time-to-time, and it did not decompose, but once she
did see that] an insect emerged from his ear.

- Tosafot, Bava Batra 17a
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Thus, we learn that righteous individuals and those who harbor no jealousy in their
hearts are spared from the worm, which arises from the stench and decay of the flesh.
However, regarding the maggot, it is impossible for any person to fully escape it. Yet, if there
is no stench or decay, one does not feel its presence at all, as the Ma’avar Yabok wrote, that
there are some who do not feel it at all.

One who is humble surely has no jealousy in his heart, and if there is no jealousy in
his heart, his bones remain intact because there will be no stench or decay. Consequently, he
will not have any worms, only maggots.
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Therefore, the Tanna said, “Be of humble spirit,” because the hope of man is that he
will only have to endure maggots, which is achieved through the trait of humility. Although
Ma’avar Yabok there does not distinguish between maggots and worms, nevertheless, the
distinction is necessary, as explained by Siftei Cohen on the Torah in parashat Beshalach.’
This also appears to be the case from the words of Tosafot in the first chapter of Bava
Batra (17a) and from the Tanna’s statement of Pirkei Avot 3:1: “To a place of dust, maggots,
and worms.” For if this were not the case, why mention both, which is maggots and worms.

"Mordechai Cohen, late 16th century Kabbalist from Safed, who served as a rabbi in Aleppo, Siftei Cohen on the
Torah (Venice 1605).



