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Chapter V – Mishnah 11 
  

הֶפְסֵדוֹ בִשְׂכָרוֹ. מַהֵר  עַ וְקָשֶׁה לְאַבֵּד, יָצָא  וֹעַ וּמַהֵר לְאַבֵּד, יָצָא שְׂכָרוֹ בְהֶפְסֵדוֹ. קָשֶׁה לִשְׁמוֹאַרְבַּע מִדּוֹת בַּתַּלְמִידִים. מַהֵר לִשְׁמ
  .עַ וּמַהֵר לְאַבֵּד, זֶה חֵלֶק רָעוֹעַ וְקָשֶׁה לְאַבֵּד, חָכָם. קָשֶׁה לִשְׁמוֹלִשְׁמ

  
There are four types of disciples: [1] Quick to comprehend, and quick to forget: his 

gain disappears in his loss. [2] Slow to comprehend, and slow to forget: his loss disappears in 
his gain. [3] Quick to comprehend, and slow to forget: he is a wise man. [4] Slow to 
comprehend, and quick to forget, this is an evil portion.  

- - - - - - - - - - 

בֵּין שְׁתֵּי אוֹתִיּוֹת,  תְּנָה  ישֶׁנִּ עָה,  ייָאִירוּ עֵינֵינוּ בְּמָה שֶׁאָמְרוּ בְּפֶרֶק ה' דִּבְרָכוֹת, גְּדוֹלָה דֵּ   . אֵלּוּ הַתַּלְמִידִים  הֶכְשֵׁר חָכְמַת  בְּיִתְרוֹן
  ל הַקָּדוֹשׁ בָּרוּ˂ הוּא, וּמָה רֶמֶז יֵשׁ לְזֶה. צְרַ˂ לְהַנִּיחָהּ בֵּין שְׁנֵי שֵׁמוֹת שֶׁ וּשֶׁנֶּאֱמַר "כִּי אֵל דֵּעוֹת ה' ". וְהָעוֹלָם מַקְשִׁים, לָמָּה ה

 
Wisdom will produce success,1 these are the Torah disciples. Our eyes will be 

enlightened by what they said in the fifth chapter of tractate Berachot: “And Rav Ami said: 
Great is knowledge that was placed between two letters [i.e., two names of G-d], as it is stated: 
‘For G-d of knowledge is the L-rd’ (I Samuel 2:3).”2 

The world asks,3 why was it necessary to place [knowledge] between two Names of 
the Holy One, Blessed be He? Also, what hint is there in this? 

 
הַטִּפָּה וּמַעֲמִידָה לִפְנֵי הַקָּדוֹשׁ בָּרוּ˂ הוּא, וְאוֹמֵר,    נֶּה עַל הַהֵרָיוֹן, נוֹטֵל אוֹתָהּוּוְיֵשׁ לְתָרֵץ, דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּמַסֶּכֶת נִדָּה שֶׁהַמַּלְאָ˂ הַמְּמ 

וּבְפֶרֶק ה' דִּבְרָכוֹת, אָמַר רַבִּי יוֹחָנָן, אֵין הַקָּדוֹשׁ בָּרוּ˂ הוּא נוֹתֵן חָכְמָה אֶלָּא לְמִי    טִפֵּשׁ וְכוּ'. טִפָּה זוֹ מָה תְּהֵא עָלֶיהָ, חָכָם אוֹ 
נִגְזַר עָלָיו וְגַם עַל זֶה קָשֶׁה, אִ   שֶׁבְּלִבּוֹ חָכְמָה, שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר "יָהֵב חָכְמְתָא לְחַכִּימִין", "וּבְלֵב כָּל־חֲכַם־לֵב נָתַתִּי חָכְמָה". ם כְּבָר 

 ר וְיִתֵּן הַחֲכָמָה.וֹרָתוֹ יִתְבָּרַ˂, וּמַה צוֹרֵ˂ שֶׁיַּחְזיתְּנָה בּוֹ הַחֲכָמָה מִגְּזֵ ישֶׁיִּהְיֶה חָכָם, אִם כֵּן כְּבָר נִ 
 
This can be solved, that as it is said in tractate Niddah: 

That angel that is appointed over conception is called: Night. And [that 
angel] takes [the] drop [of semen from which a person will be formed] and 
presents it before the Holy One, Blessed be He, and says before Him: Master 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at http://www.zstorah.com 
1 Cf. Eccl. 10:10: “If the iron is blunt, and one do not whet the edge, then more strength is needed; but wisdom 

will produce success.” 
2 Berachot 33a. 
3 Maharsha on Berachot 33a. 



2 
 

of the Universe, what will be of this drop? [Will the person fashioned from it be] 
mighty or weak? [Will he be] wise or stupid? [Will he be] wealthy or poor? 

- Niddah 16b 
Also, in the fifth chapter of tractate Berachot: 

Rabbi Yochanan said: The Holy One, Blessed be He, only gives wisdom 

to one who has wisdom in his heart, as it is said, “He gives the wise their 

wisdom,”4 “and in the hearts of all that are wise-hearted, I have given 

wisdom.”5 

- Berachot 55a 

This is also difficult: If he has already been decreed to be wise, then wisdom has already been 

given to him by His decree, may He be blessed. What need was there for [G-d] to return and 

give him the wisdom?  

  
מַמָּשׁ, אֶלָּא שֶׁגּוֹזְרִים שֶׁלְּאוֹתָהּ  וּבְעַל כָּרְחָ˂ צְרִיכִים אָנוּ לוֹמַר, דְּמַאי דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּנִדָּה "חָכָם אוֹ טִפֵּשׁ", אֵינוֹ רוֹצֶה לוֹמַר חָכָם

רַת הַטִּפֵּשׁ, שֶׁרוֹצֶה לוֹמַר, שֶׁאֵין לוֹ שֵׂכֶל כְּלָל. וְאַחַר כָּ˂, כְּשֶׁיֵּשׁ לוֹ שֵׂכֶל וְלוֹמֵד מְעַט, יהַטִּפָּה יִהְיֶה לָהּ שֵׂכֶל וְדַעַת, הֵפֶ˂ גְּזֵ 
    הֵב חָכְמְתָא לְחַכִּימִין.מוֹסִיף בּוֹ חָכְמָה וְדַעַת, עַל דֶּרֶ˂ יָ 

 
We necessarily need to say, that what is said in tractate Niddah, “wise or stupid,” does 

not want to say truly smart, but that they decreed that the drop would have wisdom and 
knowledge, which is the opposite of the decree of the fool, that wants to say, that he doesn’t 
have wisdom at all. Afterward, when he has wisdom and he learns a little, wisdom and 
knowledge are added for him, in the way of “He gives the wise their wisdom.”6 

 
אַחַר כָּ˂  וְ ר עָלָיו שֶׁיִּהְיֶה לוֹ שֵׂכֶל,  וֹתְּנָה בֵּין שְׁנֵי שֵׁמוֹת, שֶׁמִּתְּחִלָּה עוֹשֶׂה עִמּוֹ חֶסֶד לִגְזיעָה נִ י וְזֶהוּ "כִּי אֵל דֵּעוֹת ה' ", שֶׁהַדֵּ 

  כְּשֶׁמִּשְׁתַּמֵּשׁ בְּשִׂכְלוֹ בְּתוֹרָהּ וּבְיִרְאָה וּבְמַעֲשֶׂה הַטּוֹב, אָז יוֹסִיף לוֹ הַחֲכָמָה.
 
And this is the meaning of “For G-d of knowledge is the L-rd,” that the knowledge is 

given between two of the Names of the Holy One, Blessed be He. That is, initially He acted 
toward him with kindness, to decree upon him that he would have wisdom. Afterward, when 
he used his wisdom in Torah, and in the fear of G-d, and in good deed[s], then He will add 
the wisdom to him.  

 

 
4 Daniel 2:21. 
5 Ex. 31:6. 
6 See also Zera Shimshon, Chapter X - Miketz, essay 5. 
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 , מַאי דְּאָמְרִינַן הָתָם, גְּדוֹלָה נְקָמָה וְכוּ', גָּדוֹל מִקְדָּשׁ וְכוּ'. מִשּׁוּם דִּשְׁנֵי מִינֵי חֲסָדִים הַקָּדוֹשׁוֹוְאַגַּב אוֹרְחִין נְפָרֵשׁ נַמִּי עַל דֶּרֶ˂ ז
,  טֵא. א', שֶׁתּוֹלֶה לוֹ לִרְאוֹת אִם יָשׁוּב, וְאֵינוֹ עוֹשֶׂה עִמּוֹ דִּין לְהַעֲבִירוֹ מִן הָעוֹלָם תֵּכֶף שֶׁחָטָא. וְהַב'בָּרוּ˂ הוּא עוֹשֶׂה עִם הַחוֹ 

   ן אוֹתוֹ.עִייעוֹ, עַל דֶּרֶ˂, הַבָּא לְטַהֵר, מְסַיְּ יט אֵת יְמִינוֹ אֵלָיו וּלְקַבְּלוֹ וּלְסַיְּ וֹלְאַחַר שֶׁעוֹשֶׂה תְּשׁוּבָה, לִפְשׁ
 
Incidentally, we will also explain in this way, what was said there, “Great is 

vengeance,” etc., “Great is the Temple,” etc. The reference is to the same Gemara in which Rav 
Ami said, “Great is knowledge that was placed between two letters”: 

Rabbi Elazar said: Great is the Temple, as it was placed between two letters 
[i.e., two names of G-d], as it is stated: “[The place in which to dwell which] You 
have made, L-rd, the Temple, L-rd [which Your hands have prepared].”7  

[Noting the parallel between these two ideas] Rabbi Elazar added and said: 
Anyone with knowledge, it is as if the Temple was built in his days; knowledge 
was placed between two letters and the Temple was placed between two letters, 
[signifying that they stand together].  

Rav Acha Karchina’a strongly objects to this [approach that being placed 
between two names of G-d accords significance]: However, if so [the same should 
hold true for vengeance]. Great is vengeance that was placed between two letters, 
as it is stated: “G-d of vengeance, L-rd, [G-d of vengeance shine forth].”8 

-Berachot 33a 
 
It’s because of two kinds of kindnesses the Holy One, Blessed be He, does with the sinner. 
The first is, it is up to [the sinner] to see if he will repent, and He does not declare judgment 
upon him to remove him from the world as soon as he sins. And the second is, after he effects 
repentance, He stretches out His hand to him and receives him and assists him,9 in the way 
that regarding one who comes to be purified, He assists him.10 
 

בֵּין שְׁנֵי שֵׁמוֹת שֶׁל חֶסֶד, ד"אֵל" הוּא חֶ  הֵנִיחַ "נְקָמָה"  הוּא רַחֲמִים, כְּנוֹדָע,   -סֶד, כְּדִכְתִיב "חֶסֶד אֵל כָּל־הַיּוֹם", וְה'  וְלָכֵן 
שֶׂה חֶסֶד מִשְׁפָּט וּצְדָקָה בָּאָרֶץ", מִתְּחִלָּה חֶסֶד שֶׁתּוֹלֶה  וֹשֶׁהוּא מְרַחֵם עַל הַחוֹטֵא וּמְקַבְּלוֹ בִּימִינוֹ. וְזֶה שֶׁאָמַר הַכָּתוּב "אֲנִי ה' ע

    ר בּוֹ, יַעֲשֶׂה עִמּוֹ צְדָקָה, שֶׁזְּדוֹנוֹת נַעֲשׂוֹת לוֹ כִּזְכֻיּוֹת.וֹם לאֹ יָשׁוּב, יַעֲשֶׂה מִשְׁפָּט. וְאִם יַחְזעַל חֶטְאוֹ. וְאִ 
 
Therefore, He placed “vengeance” between two names of “Kindness” and “Mercy,” 

for the name “G-d” is representative of the attribute of kindness. This is as it is written, “the 
kindness of G-d is all day,”11 i.e., it never ceases. And the name “L-rd” is representative of the 
attribute of mercy, as is known,12 for He shows mercy upon the sinner and receives him with 
His right hand. This is what Scripture said, “For I, the L-rd, act with kindness, justice, and 
charity in the world.”13 In the beginning, there is kindness that depends upon his sin. If he 

 
7 Ex. 15:17. 
8 Ps. 94:1. 
9 Zohar II: 162b. 
10 Shabbat 104a. 
11 Ps. 52:3. 
12 Zohar I:251b, III:65a. 
13 Jer. 9:23. 
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won’t repent, He will perform justice. And if he will return to Him, He will act toward him 
with charity, that intentional sins are counted for him as merits.14 

 
נוֹ כָּ˂, שֶׁמִּתְּחִלָּה אִם זָכוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל, הָיָה יוֹרֵד לָהֶם בֵּית הַמִּקְדָּשׁ מִן הַשָּׁמַיִם, מַעֲשֶׂה  יתִיּוֹת, עִנְיָ תַּן בֵּין שְׁתֵּי אוֹיוְכֵן מִקְדָּשׁ נַמִּי שֶׁנִּ 

יִהְיֶה זֶה אֶלָּא בְּאַחֲ  זָכוּ, לאֹ  נֶחְרָב לְעוֹלָם. וּבִשְׁבִיל שֶׁלּאֹ  וְעַיֵּ רִ יָדָיו שֶׁל הַקָּדוֹשׁ בָּרוּ˂ הוּא, וְלאֹ הָיָה  תּוּת  ין אֲמִ יית הַיַּמִּים. 
    נְחָס דַּף רכ"א ע"א.יהַר פָּרָשַׁת פִּ וֹהַקְדָּמָה זוֹ, בַּזּ

 
Similarly with the Temple, which was also given between two letters [i.e., two names 

of G-d], the matter is thus: that initially, if Israel had merited, the Temple would have 
descended to them from Heaven, the work of the Hands of the Holy One, Blessed be He, and 
it would never have been destroyed. But because they didn’t merit, it won’t be thus until the 
end of days. See the truthfulness of this hypothesis, in the Zohar, parashat Pinchas, page 
221a. 

 
לְבֵ  נָבאֹ  דְּבָרֶיהָ נוֹדַע שֶׁראֹשׁ דְּבָרֶיהָ אֱמֶת, שֶׁהֲרֵי עַל מִי שֶׁקָּשֶׁה לִשְׁמיוּמֵעַתָּה  עַ וּמַהֵר לְאַבֵּד, פָּסִיק  וֹאוּר מִשְּׁנָתֵנוּ, שֶׁמִּסּוֹף 

דְּמִלְּתָא דְּפְשִׁיטָא הִיא שֶׁזֶּה חֵלֶק רַע. וְעוֹד קֻשְׁיָא לֵא˄הֵינוּ, לָמָּה עֲשָׂאוֹ    וְתָנֵי, זֶה חֵלֶק רַע. וְקָשֶׁה, מָה עִנְיָן חֵלֶק לְכָאן. וְעוֹד,
  כָּ˂, וְנִרְאֶה חַס וְשָׁלוֹם עָוֶל בְּחֵיקוֹ יִתְבָּרַ˂, לַעֲשׂוֹת זֶה חָכָם וְזֶה טִפֵּשׁ.

 
Now we come to an explanation of our Mishnah, that from the end of its words it is 

known that the beginning of its words are true. That is, for one who is “slow to comprehend, 
and quick to forget,” the Mishnah teaches, “this is an evil portion.” A difficulty is, what is 
the relationship of “a portion” to this? Also, it’s an obvious matter that this is an evil portion. 
Another question for G-d is why did He make him thus, and it appears, G-d forbid, to be an 
injustice in the bosom of the Blessed One, to make this one wise and this one foolish. 

  
נוּ ישְׁיָא לָמָּה גָּזַר עַל זֶה שֶׁיִּהְיֶה טִפֵּשׁ, וְהַיְ וּרְתָּהּ, וּבְּדַוְקָא נָקַט הַתַּנָּא, זֶה חֵלֶק רַע, כְּדֵי לְתָרֵץ הַקּירֶצֶת בְּיֶרֶ˂ חֲבֶ וֹאֲבָל חֲדָא מְת

קָּדוֹשׁ, וְהֵם מִסּוֹד הַנְּפָלִים, שֶׁלּאֹ יֵשׁ בָּהֶן תּוֹעֶלֶת, וְזֶהוּ וְלאֹ נִתְקְנוּ בְּרֶחֶם הַ  שֶׁיֵּשׁ כַּמָּה נְשָׁמוֹת שֶׁלּאֹ קְלַטְתָּם הַנְּקֵבָה הָעֶלְיוֹנָה,
מְאָה, לָכֵן אָמַר זֶה חֵלֶק רַע. וְזֶהוּ סוֹד מַה שֶׁאָמְרוּ, כָּל מִי שֶׁאֵין בּוֹ דַּעַת,  וּוּלְפִי שֶׁהֵם מֵחֵלֶק הַטּ  סוֹד "זֹרוּ רְשָׁעִים מֵרָחֶם".

  מְאָה.וּי שֶׁכְּשֶׁאֵין בּוֹ דַּעַת, הוּא סִימָן שֶׁהוּא מֵחֵלֶק הַטּאָסוּר לְרַחֵם עָלָיו, לְפִ 
 
But one excuse is [that] “a woman is jealous only of the thigh of another [woman],”15 

and the Tanna specifically selected the language “this is an evil portion,” in order to solve the 
question of why [G-d] decreed that this one should be a fool. It is true that there are some 
souls that weren’t received by the supernal female, and weren’t prepared in the Holy womb,16  
and these are from the esoteric secret of the stillborn, who have nothing substantial in them, 
and this is the esoteric secret of “the wicked are defiant from birth.”17,18  Because they are 

 
14 Yoma 86b. 
15 Megillah 13a. 
16 Chaim Vital (1542–1620), Sha’ar haGilgulim, Introduction to chapter 26. 
17 Ps. 58:4. 
18 Chaim Vital (1542–1620), Sefer haLikutim, Kohelet, siman 4. 
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from the portion of impurity, therefore [the Tanna] said “this is an evil portion.” This is an 
esoteric secret about which they said, “Anyone who does not have understanding, it is 
forbidden to have mercy upon him.”19 Therefore, when he has no understanding, this is a 
sign that he is from the portion of impurity. 

  
נוּ, שֶׁיִּהְיֶה לוֹ שֵׂכֶל. וְאִם הוּא יָכִין עָצְמוֹ  ישָּׁה, אוֹ שֶׁיֵּשׁ בּוֹ תּוֹעֶלֶת, אוֹמְרִים עָלָיו שֶׁיִּהְיֶה חָכָם, דְּהַיְ וּמִי שֶׁהוּא מֵחֵלֶק הַקְדּ אֲבָל

עַ. וְאִם אַחַר כָּ˂ יִתְרַשֵּׁל, יִהְיֶה מַהֵר לְאַבֵּד, וֹוִימַהֵר לִשְׁמ  ד, אָז יִהְיֶה לוֹ סִיּוּעַ הָאֱ˄הִיוֹוּמַתְחִיל לִלְמשָּׁה  וּהַקְדּכְּדֵי שֶׁתִּשְׁרֶה עָלָיו  
   ל.וֹשֶׁהוֹצִיא הַקֹּדֶשׁ לְח נֶשׁ כָּפוּלוֹשָּׁה שֶׁהִמְשִׁי˂ עָלָיו מִתְּחִלָּה, עַתָּה יִהְיֶה לוֹ עוּוְיָצָא שְׂכָרוֹ בְּהֶפְסֵדוֹ, שֶׁאוֹתָהּ הַקְדּ

 
But one who is from a portion of Holiness, or who has something substantial in him, 

they say about him that he will be wise, that is, that he should have wisdom. If he will prepare 
himself in order that the Holiness will spread out over him and he will begin to learn Torah, 
then he will have Divine assistance and will be quick to comprehend. If afterward he becomes 
negligent, he will be quick to forget, and his gain disappears in his loss, for the same Holiness 
that continued for him initially, now will be a doubled punishment, for he has spent the 
Holiness on the profane.  

 
עַ, כִּי אֵין לוֹ סִיּוּעַ מִלְּמַעְלָה, אֲבָל לְבַסּוֹף יְקַדֵּשׁ עַצְמוֹ, וְיִהְיֶה  וֹם שֶׁיִּהְיֶה קָשֶׁה לִשְׁמוֹוְאִם מִתְּחִלָּה לאֹ יָכִין עָצְמוֹ כָּרָאוּי, וְזֶה יִגְר

    ת.וקֵּן הַמְעֻוָּ יהְיֶה קָשֶׁה לְאַבֵּד, אָז יָצָא הֶפְסֵדוֹ בִּשְׂכָרוֹ. שָׁאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁפָּשַׁע מִתְּחִלָּה, לְבַסּוֹף תִּ לוֹ סִיּוּעַ הַקָּדוֹשׁ שֶׁיִּ 
 
If initially he didn’t prepare himself properly, and this caused him to be slow to 

comprehend, because he did not have assistance from on high, but in the end he will sanctify 
himself. If so, he will have Holy assistance that it will be hard for him to forget, then his loss 
disappears in his gain. For even though he initially harmed, in the end he corrected the 
deformity.  

  
עוֹת". וְיֵשׁ מִי שֶׁמֵּכִין עָצְמוֹ בְּסוֹף,  יבֵּין שְׁתֵּי אוֹתִיּוֹת, שֶׁיֵּשׁ מִי שֶׁמֵּכִין עָצְמוֹ מִתְּחִלָּה, וְלָכֵן כְּתִיב "אֵל דֵּ   "עָהידֵּ "נָה  תְּ ילָכֵן נִ וְ 

לָּה וּבַסּוֹף,  יעָה שֶׁלּוֹ יֵשׁ לָהּ הַשֵּׁם מִתְּחִ יי, וְאָז דֵּ תִּ יעוֹת ה' ''. וְיֵשׁ מִי שֶׁמֵּכִין עָצְמוֹ בִּתְחִלָּה וּבְסוֹף, וְהוּא הֶחָכָם הָאֲמִ יוְזֶהוּ "דֵּ 
  כְּדִכְתִיב "כִּי אֶל דֵּעוֹת ה' ".

 
Therefore, the word “knowledge” was placed between two letters [i.e., two names of 

G-d], for there is one who prepares himself initially, and therefore it is written, “G-d of 
knowledge,” and there is one who prepares himself at the end, and this is the significance of 
“knowledge is the L-rd.” Finally, there is one who prepares himself at the initially and at the 
end, and he is the true wise man, and then his knowledge has the Name of G-d at the 
beginning and the end of the word “knowledge,” as it is written, “For G-d of knowledge is the 
L-rd.” 

* * * 

 
19 Berachot 33a; Sanhedrin 92a. 


