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Ben Zoma says, “Who is wise? One who learns from every person….Who is strong? One who 

subdues their personal inclination….Who is rich? One who is happy with their lot…..Who is 

honoured? One who honours others….’ (Pirkei Avot 4:1, see Chief Rabbi’s green siddur, p.544) 

This well-known Mishnah appears to set out four factors often utilised by society in describing the 

qualities of a person. Yet the Maharal of Prague (Rabbi Yehuda Loew. d.1609) emphasises that 

whereas the common measures of these qualities are external to the person – academic success, 

physical strength, material assets and social honour – Ben Zoma’s discussion focuses on the very 

essence of the person. The reason for this is clear. Qualities that are external to a person, despite 

having often been acquired through much effort, reveal little about his or her true character – just 

like the description of the external appearance of a house reveals very little about what is actually 

inside it. To accurately appraise true depth of character, a very different measure of success is 

necessary.  

 Following this theme, the Maharal elaborates on each of the four qualities listed. The first refers to 

wisdom. He begins by stating that we would expect the answer to be, ‘he who has learned much 

Torah’. However, knowledge itself is in reality no more than an acquisition – something external to 

the person’s true character. The true indication of a ‘wise person’, however, is one who searches for 

knowledge. Such a person can and does ‘learn from everyone’ – because the desire to become wise 

is in the very fabric of his being. 

 The second quality is that of strength. Physical strength does not necessarily prove that a person is 

truly ‘strong’. Perhaps their opponent was weak, or destined to fail. By definition, measures of 

physical strength or weakness are relative. In addition, physical strength alone is not a particularly 

human characteristic, equally applicable to the animal world. Instead, the Mishnah refers to the 

conquering of desire as a true, absolute, measure of strength. Exercising self-discipline in life, using 

one’s intellect to choose between right and wrong, is a measure of true human strength. 

 The next quality listed, identifying someone who is rich as ‘one who is happy with their lot’, presents 

something of a conundrum. Surely it is also true to say that one who has many physical possessions 

is wealthy? In answering this question, the Maharal explains that Ben Zoma describes a ‘rich person’ 

in terms of their personality. One who is ‘happy with his lot’ has truly acquired the key benefits that 

people expect from material wealth, a feeling that one lacks nothing, an appreciation of what one 

has, and an enjoyment of the tranquil feeling that comes from feeling secure and independent. Such 

a person is truly rich. Material wealth is not the only means to acquire this. 



The final quality refers to honour. The Maharal explains that time and again it becomes clear to us in 

life that those who receive honour are not necessarily honourable. The two may be worlds apart. 

Instead, Ben Zoma describes a person who is intrinsically honourable as someone who has enough 

honour to give it to others – a deeply meaningful conclusion to a very thought-provoking Mishnah. 


