
…Torah is acquired with 48 

qualities. These are: 

  

Study, listening, verbalizing, 

comprehension of the heart, fear, 

awe, humility, joy, purity, 

serving the sages, companionship 

with one's contemporaries, 

debating with one's students, 

tranquility, study of the scriptures, 

study of the Mishnah, minimizing 

engagement in business, 

minimizing 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: 

Aug 31|Elul 9 – Purity (Tahara)  

“Create for me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.”  (Psalms 51:12) 
 
The Hebrew word Tahara (translated above as ‘purity’) has no direct parallel in English. 
Common translations of ‘purity’ or ‘cleanliness’ often do more disservice than understanding. 
Perhaps this absence of accurate translation is what drives scripture to record “And My 
people shall they teach the difference between holy and profane, and cause them to discern 
between the Tamei and the Tahor.” (Ezekiel 44:23) Indeed, the only option if we are to 
grapple with understanding Tahara, is to view it both in context and in opposition to Tumah, 
its equally elusive opposite (usually translated as ‘impurity’).  
 
The practical implication of Tumah and Tahara is largely no longer present in the absence of 
the Temple and its associated rituals in Jerusalem. However, during the times of the Temple, 
one’s status as Tamei or Tahor held great significance. A person was only allowed to 
participate in Temple ritual and Temple related communal gifting when they were Tahor. 
When they were Tamei, they would need to sit sidelined from these communal engagements 
until such time had passed that they could follow the specific rituals (mostly immersion) 
which would return their status to one of Tahara, at which point they could again participate 
in the communal world of the Temple. 
 
What emerges is that Tumah functions as a ‘time out’ from Jewish communal focus  and 
participation, and becoming Tahor again is a way of calling ‘time in’. But unlike the words 
clean/unclean and pure/impure, Tumah and Tahara don’t carry the value judgments. The 
triggers of Tumah include great moments and Mitzvot like birthing a child, and participating 
in the burial of the dead. These are not negative deeds, but they are experiences which 
trigger psychological response and which take time to process before a person is fully ready 
to reengage with the normal rhythm of communal life.  This is human. 
 
Yet, the goal of human existence cannot remain invested solely in the individual experience. 
Tumah is necessary, but our calling must be to find significance and rise to the challenge of 
Tahara, the daily grind of life lived in service of something greater than the self, which binds 
us to the collective and thereby to God.  Take the time for self-care, but then care for others. 
 

“The expressions of the Lord are pure words…”  (Psalms 12:7) 
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