Who is Wise? Pirkei Avot 4:1
There are three teachings of the sages on “Who is wise”: Who is wise, he who learns
from every person”; “Who is wise, he who sees what is being born”;[1] “Who is wise,
he who knows his place.”[2]
These three teachings parallel the three sefirot of the intellect: Chochmah (wisdom),
binah (understanding), and da’at (knowledge). They are the interinclusion of these
three sefirot (Chabad) within the sefirah of wisdom itself (As per the question that is
being answered, “Who is wise”).
“He who sees what is being born” parallels the attribute of wisdom. The wise person
sees creation – including himself - being born and coming into being from
nothingness to something-ness at every moment.[3] This ability to see what is being
born infuses a person with the attribute of self-nullification, which is the inner
dimension of wisdom. (“And wisdom will be found from nothingness”[4]).
“He who knows his place” parallels the attribute of understanding. Understanding
includes the dimension of space: “And where is the place of understanding”[5].
Relatively, this is the root of ‘something-ness’ in wisdom (as opposed to wisdom,
itself, which is from ‘nothingness’). This something-ness, however, is rectified – it
nullifies itself to its root and knows its place.
“He who learns from every person” parallels the attribute of knowledge. Knowledge
is the soul of the sefirah of tiferet (beauty), which is multi-faceted. Likewise, the
attribute of knowledge perceives the multi-faceted characteristics of “every person.”
The three descriptions of the wise person also parallel the three festivals of pilgrimage
to Jerusalem: Pesach, Shavuot, and Sukkot:
“He who sees what is being born” parallels the festival of Pesach, when the Nation of
Israel was born and became a nation. In addition, at the beginning of Moses’ mission,
God told him, “When you take the nation out of Egypt, you will serve God on this
mountain.” Thus, at the exodus from Egypt, the Jewish Nation was the wise person
who sees what is being born – the ultimate purpose of the Giving of the Torah that
was born from the exodus from Egypt.
“He who learns from every person” parallels the festival of Shavuot, the holiday that
celebrates receiving the Torah and studying it. Every Jew has a portion of the Torah.
In fact, the name Yisrael is an acronym for ( לתורה אותיות רבוא ששים ישThere are six
hundred thousand letters of the Torah.)[6]. This means that each of the 600,000 basic
souls of Israel has his own letter or teaching from the Torah. The truly wise person
knows that it is not sufficient to learn Torah exclusively from sages. Instead, a person
has to learn from every Jew and his unique letter in the Torah.

“He who knows his place” parallels the festival of Sukkot, the holiday that celebrates
the great harvest of all the food for the winter being gathered into its place. During the
days of repentance that precede Sukkot, we are in a motion of return. It is only on
Sukkot that we gather ourselves and reach our place – “the time of our joy,” when we
rejoice in our sukkah, under the wings of God’s Divine Presence.
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