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Chapter V — Mishnah 11
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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.
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Wisdom will produce success,' 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.c., two names of G-d], as it is stated:
‘For G-d of knowledge is the L-rd’ (I Samuel 2:3).”?

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

' 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.




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

wisdom.”>

- 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?
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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.”®
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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.
S Ex. 31:6.
¢ See also Zera Shimshon, Chapter X - Miketz, essay 5.
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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].”’

[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].”®

-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,’ in the way
that regarding one who comes to be purified, He assists him.'’
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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,”'! i.e., it never ceases. And the name “L-rd” is representative of the
attribute of mercy, as is known,'? 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.”'’ In the beginning, there is kindness that depends upon his sin. If he

7Ex. 15:17.

8 Ps. 94:1.

9 Zohar II: 162b.

10 Shabbat 104a.

11 ps. 52:3.

12 Zohar 1:251b, 111:65a.
13 Jer. 9:23.



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.'*
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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.
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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.

W LNPYIN TR W2 NPY 07903 Tiow D) WiTRD DR 1pN3 N7),TINYYT T3R37 DN02p XY ningy 2 vy
VT 13 PRY 1 77; Ry an 710 A7) P?U a7 R ];)L? LINT Pbﬂ?) any ’D?ﬁ ["ann oy it 7io
TRV POIN RITY 12°0 RIT,NYT 12 PRYIY 09Y 10 0717 108

But one excuse is [that] “a woman is jealous only of the thigh of another [woman],”'

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, !¢
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.”'”!® Because they are

4 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.”'” Therefore, when he has no understanding, this is a
sign that he is from the portion of impurity.
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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.
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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.
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Therefore, the word “knowledge” was placed between two letters [i.e., tWwo 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.



