
…Torah is acquired with 48 

qualities. These are: 

  

Study, listening, verbalizing, 

comprehension of the heart, fear, 

awe, humility, joy, purity, serving 

the sages, bonding with friends, 

debating with  students, 

tranquility, study of text & context, 

minimizing engagement in 

business, minimizing superficial 

socialization, 

minimizing 

pleasure, minimizing 

sleep, minimizing talk, minimizing 

gaiety, slowness to anger, good 

heartedness, faith in the sages, 

acceptance of suffering, knowing 

one's place, satisfaction with 

one's lot, qualifying one's words, 

not taking credit for oneself, 

likableness, love of God, love of 

humanity, love of charity, love of 

justice, love of rebuke, fleeing 

from honor, lack of arrogance in 

learning, reluctance to hand down 

rulings, participating in the burden 

of one's fellow, judging him to the 

side of merit, correcting him, 

bringing him to a peaceful 

resolution [of his disputes], 

deliberation in study, asking and 

answering, listening and 

illuminating, learning in order to 

teach, learning in order to 

observe, wising one's teacher, 

exactness in conveying a 

teaching, and saying something in 

the name of its speaker… 

 

(Avot 6:6) 

Elul Enrichment: 

Sep 8|Elul 17 – Minimizing Pleasure (Mi’ut Ta’anug)  

“The righteous person eats to sate his soul” (Pesikta D’Rav Kahana 6:58) 
 
Do we live to eat, or eat to live? This prompt is understood in Jewish literature as a question 
of emphasis and not a zero sum choice. Indeed, while ultimately we eat in order to live, the 
Talmud Yerushalmi records that God will hold us accountable for every permitted thing that 
our eyes beheld but which we (sanctimoniously) chose not to eat (Kiddushin 4:12). Rabbi 
Shimshon Raphael Hirsch, in an oft reported quote, seemingly paraphrased this: “When I 
shall stand before God, the Eternal One will ask me with pride: ‘Did you see my Alps?’” 
Pleasure is even enshrined in religious law, codified, for example, in the obligations of 
Shabbat (Oneg Shabbat) and within the bounds of a healthy marriage (Mitzvat Onah).  
 

God, then, is certainly not against pleasure, but neither does God endorse it as an end unto 
itself. Our sages convey that upholding ritual and moral obligations, doing what one is 
required, is the path only to righteousness. Holiness, however, comes through pious striving 
to live beyond the baseline. (As my Rosh Yeshiva used to drill into us, “Halacha – Jewish law - 
is a floor and not a ceiling.”) For those seeking to live up to this higher standard, the Talmud 
teaches: “Sanctify yourself [by abstaining] from what is permitted to you" (Yevamot 20a).  
Within the space where you have legal choice to participate, there you can choose to be holy.  
 

Yet, “there is [good] Separation which we are commanded in and there is [bad] Separation 
which we are warned not to stumble in. This is what king Shlomo said (Kohelet 7:16): ‘do not 
be overly righteous.’” (Mesilat Yisharim Ch. 13). What’s the difference then between good 
and bad abstention? The Rambam provides us with an answer. (Spoiler, it’s moderation): 
 

A person might say, "Since envy, desire, [the pursuit] of honor, and the like, are 
a wrong path and drive a person from the world, I shall separate from them to 
a very great degree and move away from them to the opposite extreme." For 
example, he will not eat meat, nor drink wine, nor live in a pleasant home, nor 
wear fine clothing, but instead [wear] sackcloth and coarse wool and the like - 
just as the pagan priests do. […]  Whoever follows this path is called a sinner 
[as implied by Numbers 6:11's] statement concerning a Nazarite: "and he [the 
priest] shall make an atonement for him, for his having sinned regarding [his] 
soul." Our sages declared: If the Nazarite who [completely] abstained only from 
wine requires atonement, how much more so does one who [completely] 
abstains from everything. (Mishna Torah - Ch. 3 of Hilchot De’ot) 
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