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YK Study Session 5786 (2025) 
Humility in an Age of Hubris 

Rabbi Professor Deborah Kahn-Harris 
 

 אבינו מלכנו זכור כי עפר אנחמו
Avinu Malkenu, remember that we are but dust 

 
 
From whence the liturgy 

 
Ps 103:14  

 
חְנוּ׃   ר אֲנָֽ כ֗וּר כִּי־עָפָ֥ נוּ זָ֝ ע יִצְרֵ֑  כִּי־ה֖וּא יָדַ֣

For [God] knows how we are formed, 
and is mindful that we are dust. 

 
Steinsaltz commentary: God is aware of how powerless we are and how much we need His 
kindness and mercy, for He knows how intense our evil impulses are, so likely to cause us to 
veer from the proper path. He is mindful that we are but dust, physical beings, children of 
the earth, and that because of this, He cannot expect perfection from us. 

 
 
On the origins of dust and humanity 

 
Gn 2:7  

 
 

אָדָ֖  י הָֽ ים וַיְהִ֥ ת חַיִּ֑ יו נִשְׁמַ֣ ח בְּאַפָּ֖ ה וַיִּפַּ֥ אֲדָמָ֔ ם עָפָר֙ מִן־הָ֣ אָדָ֗ ים אֶת־הָֽ ה אֱ�הִ֜ יצֶר֩ יְהֹוָ֨ ה׃  וַיִּ֩  ם לְנֶ֥פֶשׁ חַיָּֽ
God יהוה formed the Human from the soil’s humus blowing into his nostrils the breath of 
life: the Human became a living being. [The Contemporary Torah, JPS, trans., 2006] 

 
 
 
What does it mean to be dust? 

 
Pirkei Avot 3:1 

 
אָן אַתָּה הוֹלֵ�,  עֲקַבְיָא בֶן מַהֲלַלְאֵל אוֹמֵר, הִסְתַּכֵּל בִּשְׁלשָׁה דְבָרִים וְאִי אַתָּה בָא לִידֵי עֲבֵרָה. דַּע מֵאַיִן בָּאתָ, וּלְ 

�, לִמְקוֹם עָפָר רִמָּה וְתוֹלֵעָה. וְלִפְנֵי מִי אַתָּה עָתִיד לִתֵּן דִּין וְחֶשְׁבּוֹן. מֵאַיִן בָּאתָ, מִטִּפָּה סְרוּחָה, וּלְאָן אַתָּה הוֹלֵ 
 וְלִפְנֵי מִי אַתָּה עָתִיד לִתֵּן דִּין וְחֶשְׁבּוֹן, לִפְנֵי מֶלֶ� מַלְכֵי הַמְּלָכִים הַקָּדוֹשׁ בָּרוּ� הוּא:  

Akabyah ben Mahalalel said: mark well three things and you will not come into the power of 
sin: know from where you come, and where you are going, and before whom you are 
destined to give an account and reckoning. From where do you come? From a putrid drop. 
Where are you going? To a place of dust, of worm and of maggot. Before whom you are 
destined to give an account and reckoning? Before the King of the kings of kings, the Holy, 
Blessed One. 
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Hasidic 
According to Hasidic tradition, Rabbi Simcha Bunim of Peshischa carried two slips of paper, 
one in each pocket. On one he wrote: Bishvili nivra ha-olam—“for my sake the world was 
created.” On the other he wrote: V’anokhi afar v’efer”—“I am but dust and ashes.”  
How could our stories be different if we remembered that we were but dust? 
On hubris and humility 
 
Context: The story of the judge, Jephthah, is related in Jdg 11 – 12. In this story, Jephthah, 
an able warrior who had been driven out of his family home for being the bastard born son 
of his father, a chieftain, and a prostitute. When the Ammonites go to war against the 
Gileadites, Jephthah’s brothers ask him to come back and lead them. Just before Jephthah 
goes out to face the Ammonites in battle, he makes a vow to God: “If You deliver the 
Ammonites into my hands, then whatever comes out of the door of my house to meet me 
on my safe return from the Ammonites shall be GOD’s and shall be offered by me as a burnt 
offering” [Jdg 11: 30-31]. Unfortunately, the first thing to greet him upon his successful 
return from battle is his daughter. The sad end to the story appears to be that, after a 
period where she is able to bewail her virginity in the hills with her female companions, 
Jephthah sacrifices his daughter. 
 
 
Two Versions of a Midrash on the Story: 
 
Midrash Tanchuma Buber, Bechukotai 7:1  

, והוא אמר לא אוכל לשוב אלא פנחס אמר אני כהן גדול בן כהן גדול אשפיל  והלא פנחס היה שם...
ויפתח אמר אני ראש שבטי ישראל, ראש הקצינים, אשפיל עצמי ואלך    עצמי ואלך אצל עם הארץ,

 אצל הדיוט, מבין שניהם אבדה ההוא עלובה, ושניהם נתחייבו בדמיה 

…But was not Phinehas [the High Priest] there? Still he [Jephthah] said (Jdg 11: 35): “Alas, 
daughter! You have brought me low; you have become my troubler! For I have uttered a 
vow to GOD and I cannot retract.” However, Phinehas had said: I am a high priest and the 
son of a high priest. Shall I humble myself and go to an ignoramus ('am ha'arets)? But 
Jephthah said: I am head of the tribes of Israel and head of the magistrates. Shall I humble 
myself and go to a commoner? Between the two of them that poor woman perished; so the 
two of them were liable for her blood… 
 

Bereshit Rabbah 60:3 

תָּח אָמַר אֲנִי  וְלאֹ הָיָה שָׁם פִּינְחָס שֶׁיַּתִּיר לוֹ אֶת נִדְרוֹ, אֶלָּא פִּינְחָס אָמַר הוּא צָרִי� לִי וַאֲנִי אֵלֵ� אֶצְלוֹ, וְיִפְ 
א אָמְרָה בֵּין ראֹשׁ קְצִינֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל וַאֲנִי הוֹלֵ� לִי אֵצֶל פִּינְחָס, בֵּין דֵּין לְדֵין אָבְדָה הַנַּעֲרָה הַהִיא, הֲדָא דְּבִרְיָתָ 

 חָיְתָא לִמְחַבַּלְתָּא אֲזַל בְּרָא דַּעֲלוּבְתָּא. וּשְׁנֵיהֶם נֶעֶנְשׁוּ בְּדָמֶיהָ שֶׁל נַעֲרָה

…Pinḥas [the high priest] was not there to abrogate his [Yiftaḥ’s] vow for him. Instead, 
Pinḥas said: ‘It is he who requires my services; shall I go to him?’ And Yiftaḥ said: ‘I am the 
head of the chieftains of Israel, shall I go to Pinḥas?’ Between the two of them, that young 
woman was lost. This accords with [the saying] that people say: Between the midwife and 
the mother in childbirth, the son of the wretched woman is gone. Both of them [Pinḥas and 
Yiftaḥ] were punished for the blood of the young woman… 

  


