Additional Resources for
Changing the World from the Inside Out
by Rabbi David Jaffe

Learn the Sources - Anava/Humility

What image comes to mind when you think of a humble person? Perhaps an unassuming, quiet person
who holds himself back and doesn’t take up a lot of space? In the English language humility is
synonymous with meekness. A humble person could never be a leader of a company, organization or
movement. However, a Jewish understanding of humility is more complex. We start our exploration of
this middah with the one and only instance of the word Anavah in the Five Books of Moses — a
description of Moses as the most humble person on the earth:

Numbers 12:3
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A Savlan is someone who can bear a burden. How does Moses express his Anava?
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for Moshe’s sake on account of his [great]
humility, since he would never answer the




injustice [meted out to him] even if he knew
about it...

In the midrash (sifre) it says, “Rabbi Nathan
says: They spoke against Moshe even in his
presence, as it is said, ‘And the Eternal heard
it. Now the man Moshe was very humble,’
and he restrained himself about the matter”
[According to the midrash, therefore,
Scripture] mentions Moshe’s humility in that
he endured [their insult] and did not answer
them back, and that G-d was [therefore]
zealous for his sake.
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The fact that the Torah calls Moses the “most humble man on earth” tips us off that humility need not
imply taking a back seat and letting others lead. Moses confronted Pharoah, he led the Israelites out of
slavery and challenged both God and the people at moments of crisis during their sojurn in the desert. A
Jewish definition of humility is something akin to healthy self-esteem. All middot exist along a
continuum. For example, apathy and uncontrollable rage sit on a continuum where patience and
appropriate anger are found in the middle. True humility occupies a middle space between self-
deprecation and arrogance. In the case of Moses, the commentators relate Anavah to the way Moses

responds or does not respond.

How does Moses’ response reflect Anava?

What do think the connection is between Anava and forebearance (Savlanut — see Rashi)?
How have you responded with Anava or not to something recently?

The following are two additional examples of humility in Jewish sources.

Talmud Bavli Brachot 6b
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Rabbi Helbo said according to Rav Huna: Anyone
who makes a set place (Makom) for his prayer,
the God of Abraham helps him. When he dies it
is said about him that he was an Anav (humble
person), a Hasid (a pious person) and one of the
students of Abraham our ancestor.

From where do we know that Abraham our
ancestor had a set place for his prayers?
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It is written (Genesis 19: 27): “The next morning,
Abraham hurried to the place (Makom) where he
had stood (Amad) before Hashem.”
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What is the relationship between making a set place for prayer and Anava? Dr. Alan Morinis writes that
the main issue is about space®. When we say that this seat is mine, we are also saying that that other
seat is not mine. By making a set place we are also giving space to others. According to Morinis, this is
the key to Anava. The Anav knows how much space to take up in any situation. When our Anava is out
of balance we take either too little or too much space. Think about yourself in different situations. Are
you always the first one to talk in meetings or groups? Do you speak several times before others speak
atall? If so, you may be taking too much space. Or are you the kind of person who hangs back and
either doesn’t talk at all or says one thing just before the program leader closes the discussion? You may
be taking up too little space. Our goal is to take the right amount of space in each situation.

Do you think you generally take too much space or too little space?
How would your life be different if you took more, or less space?
How could you create more space for others, God, etc?

A different perspective on Anava involves our ability to show up as needed in any particular situation.
When God calls to Abraham at the beginning of the Binding of Isaac story (Gen. 22) or when the angel
calls to Moses from the burning bush, both men respond, “Hineini/Here | am.” An ancient commentary
to the Torah says that this term “Hineini” implies Anava and readiness to take action.
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pious. This (Hineini) implies Anava/humility and
alacrity.
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What is humble about saying “Hineini/Here | am?” “Here | am” implies being fully present. When | am
fully present | set aside what | might have thought was important for something else that is calling me
from a deeper place. Abraham and Moses heard God calling. What is the equivalent for us? As
dedicated as | am to spiritual life, I’'ve never heard a non-embodied voice call to me. | think the
equivalent, for me, is deep intuition. For many of us it is hard to tell the difference between intuition and
general noise that goes on in our heads. But when we can make out our true inner voice, are we ready to
put our other priorities aside and say, “Hineini/Here | am.” To do so takes conviction and deep trust in
ourselves and our spiritual life. This inner-confidence is also Anava.

What is a Hineini/Here | am moment you can remember? You can also choose a moment that you didn’t
say “Hineini.”

How was this moment connected to Anava?

Who is a role of model of Anava for you?

What is one thing you can do to live with more Anava?



For Further Study
Anava/Humility

The following Talmudic, Medieval and Modern sources present different aspects of Anava:
Source 1: Talmud Bavli Gittin 55b-56a
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A man named Bar Kamtza sought revenge on the Jewish leaders of Jerusalem who had offended him.
He went to the Roman governors to inform them that the Jews were rebelling. To prove his point, he
told the Romans to send a sacrifice to the Temple. Normally such a sacrifice would be offered up, but
Bar Kamtza caused a minor blemish on the animal that was unnoticeable to the Romans, but that he
knew the Temple priests would see. Because a sacrifice must be blemishless, Bar Kamtza knew that the
priests would be bound to refuse to accept the offering. This refusal would be the “proof” that the Jews
were in rebellion against Rome.

When the sacrifice came before the priests in the Temple, they immediately spotted the hidden blemish,
as Bar Kamtza knew they would. But what he may not have anticipated was that they immediately
understood what was going on. Someone suggested that they go ahead and offer the sacrifice anyway.
Rabbi Zechariah ben Avkulas, however, argued that if they did that, people would draw the incorrect
conclusion that it was permitted to offer blemished sacrifices.

It was then suggested that Bar Kamtza be killed to prevent him from telling the Romans and
endangering the Jewish people. Rabbi Zechariah ben Avkulas responded, saying, “If we do so, people
will incorrectly think that those who inflict blemishes on sacrifices are put to death.”

As a result of the priest’s unwillingness to accept either course of action, Bar Kamtza succeeded in his
plan. The sacrifice was denied, and as Bar Kamtza had planned, the Romans took this to mean that the
Jews were in rebellion. The Romans attacked and ultimately destroyed the Temple. The Talmud
concludes, “The humility of Rabbi Zechariah ben Avkulas caused the loss of our home, the burning of our
sanctuary, and our exile from the land.” (Talmud Bavli Gittin 55b-56a as paraphrased in Everyday
Holiness, Dr. Alan Morinis pgs. 48-9)

Questions for Consideration:
In what ways was Rabbi Zechariah an Anav?

The Talmud is quite critical of Rabbi Zechariah. What was wrong with his Anava?



As a leader what experience have you had with similar Anava challenges?

Source 2: Rabbi Bahya Ibn Pekuda (11* Century, Spain) Introduction to Duties of the Heart (Hovot
HalLevavot)

When | planned to execute my decision to write this book, | saw that one like me is unworthy of writing
a book such as this. | surmised that my ability would not suffice to analyze all the necessary aspects,
owing to the difficulty which | perceived and to my wisdom being insufficient and my mind being too
weak to grasp all of the issues, and that | am not fluent in the Arabic language in which | wrote it. |
feared that | would toil at something that would evidence my inability, and that it would be a
presumptuous undertaking, so that | considered changing my mind and abandoning my previous
decision.

But when | designed to remove this laborious burden from myself and desist from composing the work, |
reconsidered and became suspicious of myself for having chosen to rest and to dwell in the abode of
laziness in peace and tranquility, and | feared that it was the desire of the [evil] passion which was
placing this thought [within me], ...and | know that many minds have been lost out of apprehension, and
many losses have been caused by fear...if all those involved in good causes...were to remain silent and
still until they could completely attain their ideal, no man would ever says a word after the
Prophets...who were chosen by God...

Questions for Consideration:
How does R. Bahya model the types of Anava we saw above in Moses and Abraham?
What experiences have you had with this type of decision?

Source 3: Rabbi Abraham Isaac HaKohen Kook (d. 1936, Palestine), The Moral Principles (Middot
HaRayah)

Anava/Humility completes, or makes whole, Ratzon/Will. It is for this reason that
[Anava/Humility] is the best vessel for receiving all blessing.
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Questions for Consideration:

What do you think it means for Anava to complete or make “Ratzon/Will” whole? How does this change
if we are talking about human will or Divine will?

What do think the connection is between Ratzon/Will and blessing?

How does Anava function as a vehicle for blessing in the Moshe and Avraham stories? In other stories
from the written and oral Torah?

How has Anava functioned as a vehicle for blessing in your own life?



