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Despite the fact that the Torah never unequivocally commands us to act with 

exceptional middos, many positive character traits are alluded to and referenced in 

a more nuanced way throughout the Torah. The most straightforward explanation 

as to why there is no clear directive to “be a mentsch” is that middos are a pre-

requisite to the fulfillment of every one of Hashem’s commands. Our sophisticated 

middos are too foundational to be considered a single mitzvah.  

 

An example of a middah referenced by the Torah can be found in our parsha 

(8:14). Moshe reminds Am Yisrael not to act with haughtiness – to avoid the 

negative middah of gaivah. The gemara (Sotah 4b) teaches that this pasuk is the 

Torah’s reference to gaivah which must be avoided.  

 

Interestingly, the Rambam seems to contradict himself in the middah’s application.  

 

The Rambam famously established what has become known as the golden mean, 

with the idea being that virtually all middos should be lived and executed with 

balance - right down the middle. In the first chapter of Hilchos Deos (halacha 5), 

he writes that gaivah (excessive ego) should be pulled back towards the golden 

mean, with a balance of ego and humility, whereas in the second perek (halacha 

3), he writes that gaivah is the absolute worst trait and must be avoided 

completely, imploring people to limit their gaivah as much as possible. 

 

A commentary to the Rambam’s Mishna Torah, the Yad HaMelech, offers an 

extraordinary insight into the Rambam’s apparent contradictory words and the way 

we work and behave daily. When it comes to most middos, a person recognizes his 

shortcomings. Perhaps they don’t recognize them adequately but they recognizes 

them. A person with a short temper, one who is too consumed with materialism, or 

one who eats too much, recognizes these shortcomings. They may rationalize them 

and say it is not so terrible but they most often recognize them.  

 

However, when it comes to the midda of gaivah – that is not so. A baal gaiva by 

definition sees himself on a different level, a different playing field and thinks that 

on the level that he is on, the things that he wants are normal. He may feel he is 

deserving of a certain kibbud and he may feel that his children, wife and friends do 

not give him enough respect, but that is only because he feels he is deserving of 

such respect. Therefore, a baal gaiva doesn’t recognize where he is at. There is no 

awareness of the negative trait.  

 



Therefore, the Yad HaMelech explains that in Perek 1, the Rambam is laying out 

the basic rules and guidelines of middos, whereas in Perek 2, he is teaching the 

practicum of their implementation.  

 

Gaivah is insidious in every arena to which it enters – between spouses, friends 

and colleagues. The danger is that we can’t see the blind spot and therefore we 

must be even more on guard as to why we are acting the way we are.  

 

However, it is important to note that avoiding excessive pride and ego does not 

mean thinking of thinking of oneself in low regard. Greatness and humility in 

Judaism are not incompatible. They complement one another. For a man to be 

humble he does not have to be someone who “has plenty to be humble about,” as 

Winston Churchill is reported to have said of a political opponent who was praised 

for his humility. That is not humility in the Torah’s eyes.  

 

Rabbi Sacks sees anavah, humility, as something different. “Humility means that 

you are secure enough not to need to be reassured by others. It means that you 

don’t feel you have to prove yourself by showing that you are cleverer, smarter, 

more gifted or successful than others. You are secure because you live in God’s 

love. He has faith in you even if you do not. You do not need to compare yourself 

to others. You have your task, they have theirs, and that leads you to co-operate, 

not compete.” 

 

As people, we must always see ourselves as “under construction”, always striving 

to improve and get better. May we continue to be aware of our strengths and areas 

for growth, taking our blinders off, and looking to constantly become the best 

versions of ourselves.  

 

 

Shabbat Shalom! 

 

 

 

 

 


