
…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 

levity, 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 11|Elul 20 – Minimizing Levity (Mi’ut Sechok)  

Vexation is better than levity; for though the face be sad, the heart may be glad. {For empty 
revelry precludes real happiness – JPS} (Ecclesiastes 7:3) 

 
King Solomon, the wisest of all men, is traditionally ascribed as the author of the book of 
Kohellet (Ecclesiastes). There (3:4) he records that there is a time for laughter, but, by 
implication, there are times when laughter is uncalled for. Levity has its place, but also its 
limitations. Understanding when laughter is appropriate and even helpful, and when it is 
counterproductive to circumstance is a critical skill to practice and perfect.  
 

This is perhaps what is captured in the ambiguous way in which King Solomon describes 
levity (Ecclesiastes 2:2), “of levity, I said it is Meholal”.  The world Meholal is ambiguous in 
meaning. On the one hand, most of the classic commentators understand it to mean that it is 
foolish, or at best a mixed bag. On the other hand, the word Meholal appears to come from 
the word Hallel, meaning praise.  
 

The Talmud (TB Shabbat 30b) understands this verse in both contexts. In explaining how the 
verse can maintain both contradictory meanings, it shares that some laughter truly is folly, 
namely that which does not add enduring value (the vain laughter of the wicked in this 
world), while other laughter bares its fruit among the righteous in the world to come.  
 

The first type of laughter is that mentioned by Rabbi Akiva (Avot 3:13), “joking and 
lightheartedness acclimate toward promiscuity.” Laughter used improperly can blur 
boundaries, divert us from the task of addressing underlying tensions, foster acrimony 
through cynicism, or simply distract us from focusing on the people and activities that matter 
to us most. “A Chaver… (literally a friend, but in context – someone who makes extra efforts 
to act scrupulously) [seeks to abstain] from unrestrained levity” (Mishna, Demai 2:3). 
 

The latter type of laughter is the kind employed by Rabbah (Pesachim 117a) as he sought to 
teach his students. Prior to each lesson, he would open with a joke, priming the students for 
learning by ensuring good spirits, focused attention, and relatable comfort with the teacher.  

 
"There are men who suffer terrible distress and are unable to tell what they 
feel in their hearts, and they go their way and suffer and suffer. But if they 

meet one with a laughing face, he can revive them with his joy. And to revive 
someone is no slight thing." (Rebbi Nachman of Breslov) 
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