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Chapter V — Mishnah 22
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Ben He He said: According to the labor is the reward.
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Two golden bracelets,'! offspring of Ethan the Ezrahite,” together they cleave, join,
and do not separate.’ This one begins and this one completes in Torah,* and “all goes to the
same place,” “to the day that is entirely Sabbath, rest for everlasting life.”® Just as his song
is doubled,’ so too his teaching is doubled.®

Ben Bag Bag and Ben Heh Heh were converts. Ethan the Ezrahite is understood to be our
patriarch Abraham, the “father” of converts, and thus they were his “offspring.” As converts, their
Torah was acquired through exertion rather than inheritance. Their teachings are two inseparable
parts of a single idea. Drawing on the formulation of “beginning” and “completing,” it presents
their statements—"“turn it over and over” and “according to the labor is the reward”—as a
structured pair: the demand for total immersion in Torah, and the reward corresponding to that
immersion, ultimately extending even to the World-to-Come.

" English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at http://www.zstorah.com

"' In Gen. 24:22, Eliezer gifts Rebecca two golden bracelets. They make a pair, such as the previous Mishnah’s
Ben Bag Bag and this Mishnah’s Ben He He. The men (or man with two names) are identified as converts by Tosafot
on Chagigah 9b, Rambam in the introduction to the Mishnah, and other commentaries. For Ben Bag Bag, “Bag” is
considered to be Ben Ger (“son of a convert”) or Bat Giyora (“daughter of a convert”). For Ben He He, the “he” refers
to the “he” added to Abram’s name when he became Abraham.

2 Author of Ps. 89, in I Kings 5:11 he is cited as a very wise man. In Bava Batra 15a, Rav identifies Ethan the
Ezrahite as Abraham. As Abraham was the “father” of converts, we can understand the reference to Ben Bag Bag and
Ben He He as “offspring of Ethan the Ezrahite.”

3 Even though Ben Bag Bag and Ben He He have two different names in the Mishnah, they were the same person
according to: the Tosafot on Chagigah 9b; Isaac Abarbanel (1437—1508), Nachalat Avot (Venice 1545); and Abraham
Zacuto (1452—c. 1515), Sefer HaYuchasin (1498).

4 Mishnah Rosh Hashanah 4:6 (Rosh Hashanah 32b) discusses the recitation of ten verses for the Kingship section.
Rabbi Yochanan ben Nuri said that one begins with verses from the Torah and concludes with verses from the Prophets,
while Rabbi Yosei said that he could both begin and end with verses from the Torah.

3 Eccl. 3:20: “All go to the same place; all came from dust and all return to dust.”

¢ In Mishnah Tamid 7:4, Ps. 92, “A psalm, a song for Sabbath day’” is interpreted in this way.

" Referring to the duplicative names Ben Bag Bag and Ben He He.

8 Having two different teachings.




112 92 00 ,MIANRT By 72 93 950 DY ,nnRD RIT 19) .R123WN 010,821 X9Y oTRY 12 i1 " 1R 0o
DO D°NPRRT YT %) 02107 108 1020201 111X 092 ¥ IR 210 nivy? LT3 mintiy 7emaa e vivn
RAYT RP0 ,2"Y R"D AT PVATP 110K L2107 1K ,010Y Koy N0t 2aph X9y N o) .n2ivd 7777 inik

J2 vnwn Rp .y X9) 7210 X2 R0 aR) L0210 18R OX LRPRR

[The rabbis| of blessed memory spoke well: “It would have been preferable for a
person not to have been created than to have been created.”” So it is true, that in every respect
he has the weaker hand, for all the success of his deeds depends on the choice given into his
hand, to do good or evil according to his will. Around him are his adversaries, the world and
the evil inclination, which incite and lead him astray from the good path. If he should say
that he will not receive reward and will not toil, he cannot, as we say in Kiddushin page 61b:

It is written: “If you are willing and obedient [you shall eat the good of the
land]. But if you refuse and rebel [you shall be devoured by the sword].”!? . .. It
might enter your mind to say: “If you are willing” [you will receive] good, “but
if you refuse” [you will receive] neither good nor bad. [The verses therefore]
teach us [that this is not the case, and one who rebels will receive punishment. ]

- Kiddushin 61b
Given how difficult existence is, and given that one cannot opt out of it, the Mishnah comes to say
that every dimension of that difficulty—the labor, the pain, even the distress of having no choice—
generates its own corresponding reward.
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If so, aside from the effort that he exerts in doing good, he has the distress that he has
no choice, as he cannot simply opt out of the system of reward and punishment. This is like the
woman who may say, “I will not be sustained [by my husband] and I will not work [for his
benefit].”!! Per halacha, a woman must either choose to be supported by her husband and to
surrender her earnings to him, or choose to be independent of his support and to keep her earnings.
She cannot choose to be supported by her husband and to also earn money and keep that money.
Similarly, a person cannot opt out of the obligation to strive for good while also opting out of the
system of reward and punishment. On the other hand, he is obligated to despise evil and to
choose good by his will and his choice. Therefore, the Tanna says, “According to the labor is
the reward,” that aside from the reward he receives for the effort he expends to subdue his
inclination, he also receives reward for the aforementioned distress.

? Eruvin 13b.
10 Isaiah 1:19-20.
1 Ketubot 58b.
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Furthermore, another way of understanding our Mishnah: in light of what the Tanna
Ben Azzai said above, that there is no reward for Torah in this world,'? the Tanna of this
Mishnah comes to teach us that even so, if one greatly exerts himself over words of Torah, he
will have the reward of long life even in this world. This is brought in the Shulchan Aruch,
Even HaEzer, siman 80 (se’if 1), that if she exerted herself and did more than was fitting for
her, the excess earnings belongs to the husband.

But some say the excess earnings belongs to herself, and the Bach wrote (note 10) that
the custom is not to extract from the woman any excess earnings that came through exertion.

This is the meaning of, “According to the labor is the reward”: if he exerts himself in
Torah beyond measure, the excess earnings that is fitting for him by virtue of that exertion
will be his, and through it he will merit long life even in this world.
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With this we can understand that the verse, “Choose life—if you and your offspring
would live—by loving the L-rd your G-d, by heeding G-d’s commands, and by holding fast to
Him. For thereby you shall have life and live long,”!* also applies to the study of Torah. This
is even so according to the answer of Tosafot mentioned above nearby,'* namely, when he
toils greatly and presses himself in it. This is not possible for a woman, for she cannot press
herself and engage in Torah, since others have authority over her. Therefore, she is exempt
from Torah study, and we would not say about her the rejected argument “men require life,
but women do not need life,” as discussed in Kiddushin 34a, which explains that since the reward
for the performance of the mitzvah of mezuza is extended life, and since women do require life,
the mitzvah of mezuza applies to women as well.!® This is as mentioned above.'®

12 Pirkei Avot 4:2: “the reward of a mitzvah is [the opportunity to perform] another mitzvah.”
13 Deut. 30:19-20.

14 Pirkei Avot x:y.

15 Kiddushin 34a.

16 Pirkei Avot x:y.



292 TIXY) Aivg RN,V TR T7 PR T XpRT PRI LA 977 007 i w2 2797 13130 nisging nwipm
STP0R T3P RIT 027 IR I X102 2Y 229000 92 1R 107Ry2 20 2y NiTpenay RT3 N0 oY)
OY 0 W3 INT K00 IR TR NIOY 1IN KD DX XTOP PR) DR MW AP MY K12 12 08
,1IR TINPRN 77D IRY NINIIT RO APV 11X ARy 0K T30 Wi A7¥2 namn 02 NIDIR A U2 129

SN2 92 PRY 2 .7V D08 MY PRI

Regarding the difficulty of Tosafot mentioned above, one may say according to this
following approach. It is established for us, “There is no worthy woman except one who does
the will of her husband,”!” and worthy women certainly pray for the lives of their husbands;
and it is a received principle that anyone who prays for his fellow, and he himself needs that
matter, he is answered first'>—if so, certainly she will have long life.

There is no objection if we do not say that she is obligated in Torah study by the
rejected argument that “men require life,” as there ordinarily would be, for certainly women
require life. Rather, she already has long life on account of her husband, from another aspect,
by doing the will of her husband. This itself is what allows that she be exempt from Torah
study, since others have authority over her—unlike mezuzah, where she herself is obligated
and promised long life.
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Furthermore, another way of understanding our Mishnah: it is already known that
through the exertion of a person’s labor in performing a commandment, he strengthens the
power of holiness.!” This is the secret of “He gives strength to the weary,”?’ “and those who
hope in the L-rd will renew strength.”?! Thus, the Kabbalists wrote, that through the sweat
with which a person sweats to remove chametz and to prepare the matzah, he rectifies the
sin of emission, and the like.?’

17 Tanna Devei Eliyahu Rabbah ch. 9.

'8 Bava Kamma 92a.

19 Elijah de Vidas (1518-1587), Reshit Chochmah, Sha’ar HaTeshuvah, ch. 6.

20 Isaiah 40:29.

2 Isaiah 40:31.

22 Immanuel Chai Ricci (1688—1743), Italian rabbi and Kabbalist, Mishnat Chassidim (Amsterdam 1740), tractate
Teshuvah, ch. 10, mishnah 11.
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Regarding this they said, “And your Employer is faithful”>® specifically “your
Employer,” for through the exertion and the labor, he redeems that matter from the Sitra
Achra, “the Other Side,” referring to the collective force of spiritual impurity, and brings it into
holiness. Thus, the portion of holiness is the “owner” of that “deed,” and it will pay him the
wage of the act—not like a day laborer, but according to the enhancement that the act has
been improved. “According to the labor is the reward,” that through the labor he endures in
order to complete the commandment properly, so will the reward increase.
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Further, according to our path mentioned above, the one who enters the primordial
Garden of Eden, for the seventh day (i.e., the end of his life), the day of Sabbath (i.e., where
there is a transition from the mundane to the holy), the day of rest (i.c., the cessation of the
physical struggle), comes to add to the words of Ben Bag Bag mentioned above. That is,
someone who has finished his “labor” and is now walking back into the original state of spiritual
perfection, his soul returning to the Garden of Eden.

[Ben Bag Bag’s words| add an Aggadic insight regarding the World-to-Come, which
is alluded to by the Sabbath day, which is a day of rest. This is as the Sages said, a world that
is entirely Sabbath, which is rest, etc.?*

And yet, regarding this, we can ask, from that which we say at the end of Berachot
(64a), that Torah scholars have no rest, neither in this world nor in the World-to-Come! They
are in constant spiritual motion. This is as it is said, “They go from strength to strength,
appearing before G-d in Zion.”?> How do we explain this apparent contradiction? Is the World-to-
Come a state of static, eternal rest for Torah scholars, or a state of continuous, tireless ascent?

23 Pirkei Avot 2:16.
24 Tanna Devei Eliyahu Rabbah, ch. 2.
25 Ps. 84:8.
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The Maharsha answers there, based on what Rashi explained on the verse“On the
seventh day God finished His work that He had undertaken.”® Rashi wrote: “What was the
world lacking? Rest. When Sabbath came, rest came; the work was completed and
finished.”?’

This rest is the cessation and removal of labor and action. Here it says
regarding the Torah scholar that it is the activity of intellect and contemplation
in this world and in the World-to-Come, that he has no rest and cessation from
this activity of intellectual contemplation. Rather, he is constantly engaged in
it, and it itself is the activity of rest in the World-to-Come, that the righteous
sit and enjoy the radiance of the Divine Presence through intellectual
contemplation.

- Chiddushei Aggadot on Berachot 64a
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This is the intent of what the Tanna said, “According to the labor is the reward,”
meaning: according to strict justice it would have been fitting that the World-to-Come be
entirely complete rest. Thus logic dictates, that “today is for doing them,”?® and tomorrow
for receiving their reward.”’ Indeed, it would not be fitting that a person receive reward from
what he does in the World-to-Come.

That is, in this world, we have a physical body, an evil inclination, and worldly distractions.
When we choose to learn Torah or do a mitzvah, it is “a labor,” as we are fighting against our
nature. Therefore, we deserve “a reward.” In contrast, in the World-to-Come, there is no physical
body, no evil inclination, no worldly distractions. The soul is in the presence of the Divine light,
and it is the soul’s natural state, like a flame rising upward, to learn Torah and ascend “from
strength to strength.”

But Torah scholars do not have complete rest in the World-to-Come, for they must
toil in contemplation, as explained above. Thus, their reward increases even from the toil of
contemplation that they do in the World-to-Come. Thus, for the Torah scholar, “according to
the labor is the reward,” even in the World-to-Come.

26 Gen. 2:2.

27 Rashi on Gen. 2:2.
28 Deut. 7:11.

2 Eruvin 22a.
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In this way, the language of the Tanna above at the end of chapter 2, is precise: “Know
that the grant of reward unto the righteous is in the future-to-come.”*° For he could have
said, “know that the reward unto the righteous is in the future-to-come,” so what is the
meaning of “the grant of their reward”? It is understood from what follows it: “Faithful is
your Employer, Who will pay you the reward of your labor”—that even for what one suffers
in the World-to-Come, and the toil of going from strength to strength, your reward increases.
Since in the World-to-Come, reward does not properly apply, therefore he said “the grant of
their reward,” that this grant comes by virtue of the reward fitting to you from what you
toiled in this world—for one who did not toil on the eve of Sabbath will not eat at all on the
Sabbath.
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The reason they were called “Ben Bag Bag” and “Ben Heh Heh,” the Tosafot Yom Tov
wrote, is that they were converts. In order to conceal them from informers they called them
thus; and they are children of Abraham and Sarah, for a “heh” was added to their names,
which were originally Abram and Sarai, and see there.
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Furthermore, one may say that the souls of converts come from the “kelipah of
Nogah,” which is mixed of good and evil, whose upper half is good and whose lower half is
evil. Through the study of Torah and the performance of the commandments, Israel separate
the good from the evil.

The vision of the Divine chariot in Ezek. 11:4 describes “a stormy wind” [77y9 7371], “a
great cloud” [2173 13v], “flashing fire” [nopnn W], “and a radiance surrounding it” [2°20 12 Aa1].
Lurianic Kabbalah, such as Etz Chayyim identify the first three elements as kelipot that are
completely impure. The fourth element is identified as the kelipa of Nogah, containing a mixture

30 Pirkei Avot 2:18.



of good and evil. The first three kelipot cannot be elevated; they can only be nullified. In contrast,
the kelipa of Nogah can be elevated. Nogah is the source of a convert’s soul, and it can either be
elevated through Torah or degraded through sin. Thus, the convert must take care to distance
himself from the evil kelipot, and to transform and elevate Nogah through Torah and mitzvot.
Since Nogah is good and evil, if the evil strengthens, the good within it is nullified and
it becomes a complete kelipah. Therefore “guard” the prohibitive commandments, for they
are impure fat, and it is kelipah. When a person eats forbidden fat or other prohibitions, the
evil strengthens over him, and the entire garment of Nogah returns to evil and cleaves to the
three impure kelipot. It follows that by guarding the 365 prohibitions, one causes that the evil
not strengthen and not attach to him. This is the intent of “turn from evil.”>! Afterward, “do
good” through the 248 positive commandments, so that the evil within Nogah is transformed
into actual good. See all this at length in the discourse of the Chariot of Ezekiel, chapter 5.

7I9) .30 0K 7RI O 172 PRINRY NIOR NIDDp WRWR poana? 13201 A3 nevhpn IRY 0030 198 199)
L3232 12" AMRP 129 .oyR X9 nivm ay nivn nrnw 1007 ,00027 W 0T DY L,a10 817 ina? am3an)
APy XTI 72,7000 0¥V NY P07 2WRY QWY °97 213 TIP3 WMNIPY .0WA PRTN WIUD T poav

20077 2193 777 12 °2 ,0°708 12°N0)

Therefore, these converts who came from the kelipah of Nogah intended to distance
themselves from the three other kelipot to which one who inclines after evil attaches himself.
Furthermore, they intended to transform the evil into good through two matters—namely,
guarding the positive commandments and the prohibitions. Therefore, they called him “Ben
Bag Bag,” who distanced himself from the three impure kelipot and attached himself to the
two, the positive and negative commandments. They named him in doubled language, for just
as he intended to perfect himself at the outset, so certainly he acted and perfected others, for
such is the way of the good—to do good.
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“Ben Heh Heh” is a hint that he transformed even the lower half of the evil of Nogah
into good, like the upper half. Or that he effected the sweetening of the five severities within
the five kindnesses.

“The sweetening of the severities” is a central concept in Lurianic Kabbalah referring to the
mitigation or transformation of Divine judgment (din) through its union with Divine kindness
(chesed). In Kabbalistic thought, the five Gevurot (“severities”) are manifestations of the Divine

31 Ps. 34:15.
32 Chaim Vital, Sefer Etz Chaim. “Chariot of Ezekiel, chapter 5 refers to the “Palace” groupings in some editions
of Etz Chaim. For other editions, see Gate 49, chapters 3—4, and especially Gate 50, chapter 4.

8



attribute of strict judgment, rooted in the sefirah of Gevurah. The five Chasadim (kindnesses) are
corresponding manifestations of Divine mercy, rooted in the sefirah of Chesed. When the severities
are “sweetened” by the kindnesses, harsh judgment is transformed into a more merciful expression.

This was done through the secret of the letter heh of Abraham and Sarah’*—that
Abraham would convert the men and Sarah would convert the women,** as is known in the
esoteric secret of “the counsel of the Lord is for those who fear Him.”3’

In the context of converts, the heh added to Abraham’s name represents the five Chasadim,
with Abraham being the archetype of Chesed, while the heh added to Sarah’s name represents the
five Gevurot, Sarah being associated with Gevurah. The convert, as a spiritual descendant of both
Abraham and Sarah, embodies the process of sweetening: the severity and struggle inherent in the
convert’s spiritual origins in Kelipat Nogah are transformed and elevated through attachment to
the kindness represented by Abraham, the father of converts.

33 The letter heh is not merely a phonetic component of the names of Abraham, Sarah, or the Tanna Ben He He,
but a functional spiritual “vessel.” Since the numerical value of ke is five, it serves as the formal container designed
to hold and manifest the Five Chasadim (Kindnesses) and the Five Gevurot (Severities). The transition of the converts’
souls from Kelipat Nogah to holiness is mirrored in this structure: by attaching themselves to the “double Aeh,” they
created the necessary vessels to receive and balance these five-fold Divine lights, effectively “sweetening” the harsh
judgments of their origins through the expansive kindness of the Torah.

34 Gen. Rabbah 39:14.

35 Ps. 25:14.



