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Summarized by students
"Piety leads to humility." Jews are characterized by humility. Hence, regarding the verse "It is not because you are more numerous than any other nation that God desired you and chose you, for you are the smallest of all the nations," the sages say:

"The Holy One blessed be He said to Israel: 'I desire you, for even as I bestow you with greatness, you humble yourselves before me. I bestowed greatness upon Abraham, and he said, "I am but earth and dust" (Genesis 18:27). I bestowed greatness upon Moses and Aaron, and they said, "And what are we?" (Exodus 16:7) I bestowed greatness upon David and he said, "I am not a man - I am worm" (Psalms 22:7).

'However, this is not the case with idolaters. I bestowed greatness upon Nimrod, and he said, "Let us build a city" (Genesis 11:4).' Nimrod reigned as king in the generation of the Tower of Babel, and his name describes him well ("nimrod" in Hebrew indicates rebellion), for he rallied the entire world to rebel against the kingdom of Holy One blessed be He. 'I bestowed greatness upon Pharaoh, and he said, "Who is G-d that I should heed his command?" (Exodus 5:2).'

The Jewish people, however, are not like the idolaters. They humble themselves before the Holy One blessed be He, and therefore He desires them. Abraham submitted himself entirely to the Holy One blessed be He, saying "I am but earth and dust." Moses and Aaron humble themselves even more, saying "And what are we?"

Earth and dust constitute a certain level of existence, albeit the lowest of the low. Moses and Aaron say "And what are we?" i.e., we are not not even earth and dust - complete self-nullification. True, Abraham was aware of his own outstanding qualities, but rather than attribute them to himself he attributed them to the Holy One blessed be He. The Holy One blessed be He graced Abraham with outstanding qualities, but these qualities were not his, for they ultimately belonged to the Almighty Himself. Were it not for God's generous gift, Abraham would have been as earth and dust.

Can a wise person take pride in his wisdom? Is the wisdom his own? If he is wise by nature, his wisdom is a divine gift. He did not create the wisdom he possesses: He received it from God. Can a rich person take pride in his riches? He is like a bank employee who holds the keys to the bank's safe. The money does not belong to him, he is just the guard!

But why shouldn't a person take pride in his God-given talents? After all, now that God has given them to him, they are his. Answer: Because these talents have been given to him not for his own personal purposes, but in order to serve God. It is not fitting, therefore, that he attribute them to himself.

But shouldn't a person be able to take pride in the fact that he has been graced with a greater capacity for serving God than others? Answer: If a person uses God-given talents such as wisdom, wealth, and courage in the service of God, he is indeed justified in being proud. This can be learned from the words of Jeremiah, "Thus says the Lord, Let not the wise man glory in his wisdom, nor let the mighty man glory in his might, let not the rich man glory in his riches; But let him who glories glory in this, that he understands and knows me, that I am the Lord who exercises loving kindness, justice, and righteousness, in the earth; for in these things I delight, says the Lord." (Jeremiah 9:22-23).

Taking pride in the service of God is not conceit, it is joy. It is joy in God, and it is thus praiseworthy. Conceit in the service of God is an impossibility, for while a person serves God he surrenders himself to God. He knows his place and understands that his entire worth stems from his attachment to God. He becomes filled with God's greatness.

Complete submission to God does not cause a person to feel worthless. Rather, it causes a sense of joy at being attached to God's greatness. Jews are characterized by humility. They are aware of their unique qualities but they are not conceited. They are humble and content and take pride in their God.

-----

Some biblical verses in the above article were taken from, or based upon, Davka's Soncino Judaic Classics Library (CD-Rom).
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