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MaDERA TiaN AND THE SERVICE aF GOD

Ramban, commenting on the verse, "You shall bc holy" (Lev. 19:2),
develops an idea also found in his commentary to the verse, "You
shall do what is right and good" (Deut. 6: 18). He argues that
these verses exprcss general commandments rather than specific
prohibitions.

This (verse) refers, in my opinion, to the concept of perishut (abstention)
which is mentioned frequently in the Talmud, and to theperushim who adhere
to the concept. The Torah has issued restrictions regarding forbidden sexual
relations and foods while permitting one's wife and the consumption of meat
and wine. The result is that the licentious are able to indulge their lusts
with their wives . . . and be gluttons and drunkards, and speak freely in
profanities-for these things are not prohibited by the Torah. Thus he will be

"base with the Torah's permission." Therefore, the Torah, after specifying the
prohibitions which are absolutely forbidden, commands us in general terms to
abstain from luxuries.

Ramban cites several examples of rabbinic enactments directed
toward scholars which have the same purpose and then concludes:

"The main intention of the verse is to command us to be purc and
unsullied and separated (perushim) from the mass of humanity, who
sully themselves with luxuries and repugnancies."

Ramban claims that this verse pertains to those actions which
are permissible according to the Torah. He posits that luxuries soil
and contaminate one's personality. A proscription based on this
assumption cannot be explicitly formulated in the Torah. Nonethe-
less, one who does not withdraw from even a permissible thing may
be violating the specific positive commandment, "You shall be holy."

Ramban offers a similar interpretation of the verse, "You shall
do what is good and right." The rabbinic interpretation of this verse
is that it mandates "going beyond the boundary of the law."

However, if one always strictly and consistently follows the exact
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letter of the law, claiming in justification that he is within his rights,
and never goes beyond the law, he transgresses the specific positive
commandment, "You shall do what is good and right." This too is a
general command, one which cannot be formulated specifically for a
given case. The Torah does not wish to do so-nor can it, for the
purpose of the verse is to offer a guide of conduct applicable to every
man in every possible situation.

Rav Kook points out (in the introduction to Shabbat ha-A rets)
that Ramban advances a similar idea regarding sexual conduct.
Aside from the specific forbidden sexual relations, there is a general
commandment, "You shall not approach . . ." (Lev. 18:6), which
seeks to regulate conduct not specifically covered by the detailed
prohibitions that follow. Rav Kook himself suggests the same idea
regarding the sabbatical year.

The extreme form of perishut is self-mortification, The Talmud
(Ta 'anit i la) expresses a well-known idea concerning the nazir. The
Torah require him to "atone for that he has sinned" (Num. 6: i 1). The
Talmud asks what his sin was, Two answers are offered: The first
states that his sin is that he has given up wine, whereas the second
says that abstention from wine is a source of sanctity and that the sin
lies somewhere else. Rambam (Hi/khot De'ot 3:1) accepts the first
answer. "Not eating meat, not drinking wine, not marrying, not

living in a pleasant dwelling, and not wearing pleasant clothes. . . is a
bad course of action which may not be followed, as is written
concerning the nazir. , . ."

Noncthclcss, Rambam recognizes instances where one is obli-
gated to abstain from wine. If one is unable to live the sort of life that
a Jew is commanded to live without abstaining from wine, he must
have recourse to the drastic measure of nezirut. His sin is precisely
that he has reached a state where abstention from wine is his only
salvation.

It is no secret that the Rishonim explicitly condemned the

asceticism of desert-dwellers and self-mortifiers. Generally, however,
this condemnation reflects a belief that, on a practical level, mor-
tification is likely to be ineffective and possibly detrimentaL. We do
not find any elaboration on the statement of the Sages that after
death one will have to give a future account for every possible

pleasure of which one did not partake. R. Yehuda HaLevi in
particular never emphasizes this line of reasoning, even as he seeks to
criticize self-abnegation. Rather, he points out, inter alia, that the
ascetic will be unable to control his urges and will be liable to sudden
outbursts; these could in one moment nullify all of his life's work. He
mentions various other pragmatic reasons why asceticism simply
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does not work. We do not find R. Yehuda HaLevi commending the
desire for pleasure or the essential value in pleasure per se.

Therefore, we may conclude by stating that mortification is
rejected without expressing a corresponding appreciation of hedon-
ism. Rambam, for example, defines "histappekut" (satisfaction with
moderation) as the golden mean between mortification and gluttony.
At the same time, he adopts an extreme position concerning its
purpose, finding it summed up in the words, "Know Him in all your
ways." Thc object of all activities in the areas of physical health and
self-preservation should be perfection, i.e., that all one's mental and
physical powers should remain perfect, so that one's soul may occupy
itself uninterruptedly with moral and intellectual accomplishments.
Everything that one learns in the sciences should be for this purpose
as well. There is no inherent benefit in these things. The Sages

explained the verse, "Know Him in all your ways," to mean, "All
your actions should be for the sake of heaven" (Introduction to Avot,
ch.5).

The emphasis in this passage is on the word "all"-in all your
ways know Him; all your actions should be for the sake of heaven.
There is only one legitimate object of bodily pleasure.

We may therefore proceed from the questions of the legitimacy
of histappekut itself to the more important topics of understanding
its purpose and learning how to be self-sufficient and frugaL. We
should pay more attention to evaluating the importance of the
aspiration to moderation in human existence than to determining
what things may be enjoyed and what should be avoided. The latter
question has at best secondary importance. The Mishna in Avot
(4:23) states, "Envy, lust, and honor drive a person from the world."
Rav S. R. Hirsch explained this to mean that they drive him away
from his task in the world; that is, they do not allow him to achieve
that which he should have achieved.

"What is the right way for a man to choose? R. Eliezer says, a
good eye" (Avot 2:9). R. Ovadia of Bartenura explains that a good
eye is not merely the opposite of envy. It means that one is satisfied
with what one has. The usual understanding of "a good eye" that
one seeks to benefit others-is a consequence of being satisfied with
what is one's own. A good eye with respect to others is a direct result
of histappekut in oneself.

How is this ideal achieved? The Mishna (Avot 5:19) cites "a
lowly soul" as one of the three distinctions of "the disciples of our
father A vraham." A lowly soul is one that desires nothing from
others. Ibn Ezra (Ex. 20:14) asks how one can control covetousness.
He answers that if a man regards himself as a peasant who cannot
possibly think about the king's daughter, he naturally will not covet
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her, for she is completely out of his reach. If one realizes that objects
and pleasures given to man are not one's possessions, but are allotted
by God, one naturally will not begin to think about things that are
out of reach.

I have stated that we should emphasize the aspiration to

histappekut more than its specific content. In concluding this section,
let me quote a passage from the Hovot ha-Levavot, which in yeshivot
is considered to be one of the main musar texts. Considering different
models of ascetics (perushim), it criticizes those who abandon the
world. The proper form of asceticism is the "low way of perishut,
(whose followers J distance themselves from the world in their hearts
and minds while ostensibly participating with other people with their
bodies, plowing and sowing, working with their bodies. . ." (Sha'ar
ha-Perishut, ch. 3). The point of perishut is the value that a man
places on things in his heart, rather than the actual enjoyment of
them. This, and not self-denial, is proper perishut.

MAHARAL

It is impossible to discuss this subject without making reference to
the Maharal of Prague. Although this topic appears throughout the
works of Maharal, its most exhaustive treatment is in the section "On
Wealth" in his Netivot Olam. Maharal states that wealth in the world
means that each man has the degree of wealth that is appropriate for
him and no benefit can ensue from seeking to acquire more. This is
true in spiritual matters as well; aspiring to wisdom that is not "your"
wisdom is useless. A well-known explanation of the praycr, "Grant
us our portion of your Torah," is that each person is allotted his
individual share in God's wisdom. People aspire to wisdom and all
sorts of spiritual goals that are entirely alien to their personalities,

and consequently can never acquire them. If somehow they are
acquired, it brings neither fulfillment nor benefit, neither to them nor
to the world. The same is true of material wealth.

Maharal uses this idea to explain the adage of the Sages, "One
who enjoys his labor is greater than one who fears heaven" (Berakhot
8a). Maharal explains that "enjoying one's labor" is the ability and
the will of man to be satisfied with those eapabilities and services that
are given to him. One who utilizes the capabilities-physical and
spiritual--that are granted him and the means that God has given
him is enjoying his labor, i.e., his own creativity, and is not seeking to
benefit from the labor of others. Histappekut is the expression of the
verse, "He who abhors gifts shall live." One who takes from others is
not alive; therefore, "a beggar is considered dead." One who receives
is deficient.
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Fear of heaven can lead one to refrain from utilizing various
capabilities that have been granted him. Even if the reason for not
enjoying one's labor is fear of heaven, one has not fulfilled onc's
destiny. Self-fulfillment of man is the complete utilization of all the
powers that are available, using only them and not thosc of others. In
that sense, one who enjoys his own labor is greater than one who
fears heaven, becausc the former has achieved self-perfection.

In this sense, modesty and moderation are a form of enjoyment,
the greatness of which derives from the fact that there is no envy of
others, no desire to acquire that which properly belongs to others, no
wasted efforts on that which belongs to others. Its opposite is never
being satisfied with wealth and always desiring more. "This is the
most contemptible vice, leading to the loss of even that which is his
and is appropriate to him." Pursuing that which is not appropriatc
leads eventually to the loss of the ability to utilize that which is
appropriate.

Histappekut leads to love of God, states Maharal, for if one
enjoys that which has been granted him, one will undoubtedly come
to recognize Who granted it to him. Realization leads to love. The
desire to enjoy more and more cannot lead to love of God because it
leaves one wanting and deficient. Histappekut leads to fulfillment,
making love of God natural. Hence, "Who is rich? He who is happy
with his lot" (Avot 4:1).

The proper road is the middle one. Pursuit of luxuries leads to
consumptionism, to taking from others and not from oneself. The
opposite road, the complete flight from any pleasure, leads to a state
where one is unable to satisfy one's own needs, and hence to the same
end as the first, to want and deficiency. With either course, one will
not reach the levcl of one who is self-sufficient. Therefore, as in
Rambam, the proper road is the mean.

RA V DESSLER

Rav Dcssler devotes an entire chapter in Mikhtav me- Eliyahu to

what he calls "Giving and Taking." I shall cite only a fcw passages
which, I believe, illustrate his particular understanding of our
pro blem.

When God created man, He made him a giver and a taker. The capacity to
give is a divine capacity, one of the attributes of the Creator which He
bestowed on man. The capacity to take is the desire of man to draw to him all
which enters his domain. That capacity is what men call self-love, and it is the
root of all eviL.

Man has a will to give and a will to take. The capacity to give is
what animates the world, and it is derivcd from the Creator, who in
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His goodness has given it to man. Rav Dessler explains at length how
all viccs derive from taking and all virtues from giving. Finally, he
contrasts man to-please forgive me-the pig, and reaches an
interesting conclusion. God in His mercy made the pig such that
although it is always ravenous, the means of satisfying its hunger arc
always available. It is always hungry and is always eating. Its hunger
is not a source of suffering, but rather of incessant pleasure. Not so a
man in pursuit of the objects of his desires.

That to which he aspires is very distant, and only through struggle and great
effort can he fight on until he achieves a small portion of his aspirations. . . .
The Sages say, "Man does not depart this world with half his desires fulfilled."
The Sages explained that the desires of man are such that "starving them leads
to their satiation and sating them leads to their being hungry."

Were man like a pig, so that his indulgence led to endless
pleasure, it would be good-the good of a pig. Man's nature, though,
is diffcrent, so that the very fulfillment of one desire leads inexorably
to the next. Pleasure can ncvcr lead to perfection. Taking never leads
to self-fulfillment, never brings man to himself. Taking strengthens
the forces of evil in a man.

Turning to marriage, Rav Dessler claims that marital bliss is
dependent on the desire of husband and wife to give to each other;
demanding and taking from each other destroys happiness.

There are people who do not wish to marry because they cannot overcome the
capacity to take which is too strong for them. Those who do not want many
children-a common occurrence today-arc among the greatest takers in the
world, for they do not wish to give even to their own children.

Since one is attached to the recipient of one's generosity, giving
results necessarily in love of others. Since the creation of the world is
an expression of God's giving, human giving is the basic act of
imitatio Dei, including in itself all virtues which are individually

derived from the virtues of God.
Rav Shimshon Refael Hirsch expresses a similar idea in his

commentary to Psalms 37:21: "The wicked borrows and does not
repay; but the righteous gracefully gives." Rav Hirsch explains that
cverything we receive from the world is a loan given so that we may
fulfill our destiny and redeem the world according to the will of God.
The wicked borrow from the world, constantly secking to take more,
but they never repay; they never fulfill that which is expected of
them. The tsaddik, on the other hand, is occupied only with giving,
so that not only is he not in debt to the world, but he is the ultimate

lender. Thc world owes him. "He departs from thc world as the
world's lender."
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This idea underlies the halakhic statement that one should not
be frugal in the areas of education and the festivals; rather, "Borrow
in My name and I shall repay." In this case, a person is not included
in the category of "The wicked borrows and does not repay"; God is
the borrower, not he.

All thcse points reemphasize what was stated at the outset. The
dctcrmining factor is the desire to see man fulfill his duty in the
world. The choice is either hedonism, self-love, and taking, or
fulfillment of duty. These two poles are diametrically opposed to one
anothcr.

There is a direct conncction between the moral traits of modesty
and moderation and a life in which God, or rathcr the service of God,
is placed at the center of one's existence. The two are mutually
interdependent. This also fixes the value of histappekut in our system
of values; it is a means towards an end, the service of God.

The Talmud (Avodah Zarah l8a) relates a story concerning a
time when R. Y osi b. Kisma fell ill and R. Hanina b. Teradion came
to visit him. In the course of their dialogue, R. Hanina asked, "My
master, will I merit the world to come?"

He said to him: Have you done any good deed?
He said to him: I mixed up Purim (private) funds with funds of charity,

and I gave it all to the poor.
He said to him: If so, may I share in your share and may I share in your

lot. (Rashi: If you are indulgent with your money, you have nothing to fear.)

There are a number of both interesting and perplexing points in
this story, but only one concerns us now. What act ensures the
salvation of a leader of Israel who is devoting himself and endanger-
ing his life for thc sake of the community? It is the fact that he
resolves monetary doubts in favor of the community. In other words,
if we seek to judge the quality of a man's life, we must examine his
mundanc, daily activities rather than his public actions, even if the
latter are heroic and of immense importance to the community.

This passage serves as a bridge from the theoretical and phi-
losophic discussion to a halakhic one.

RAMBAM AND SHULHAN ARUKH

There is a fine distinction of emphasis between Rambam and
Shulhan Arukh concerning our topic. Rambam describes the middle
road at lcngth. He writes (Hilkhot De'ot 2:7) that one should not go
to excess in one's pleasures or in eating, nor should one be greatly
magnanimous, in a frenzy to acquire property, or depressed and idle.
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A person with a "good eye" limits his occupation in business in order
to engage in Torah study and rejoices in the litte that is his share. 'He
should be neither quarrelsome nor envious nor lustful nor a pursuer
of glory. Our Sages have stated: Envy, lust, and glory drive a man
from the world.

The whole of the third chapter of Hi/khot De'ot is devoted to
elaborating the details of this way of life. While Rambam undoubt-
edly rejects mortification and extreme asceticism, he clearly recom-
mends limiting worldly occupations as much as possible.

Shulhan Arukh, on the other hand, is far more succinct. Tur
opens with the pronouncement, "I place God before me always."

According to what was proposed above, this implies that man should
not be attracted to pleasures and bodily needs. Shulhan Arukh,
however, does not cite this statement (although the Rema adds it).
The actual parallel to Rambam appears in Sec. 156: "He goes to his
occupation, for Torah without occupation is eventually nullified, but
hc should make his Torah the essence and not his occupation."
Hafets Hayyim (ad loc.) here introduces the middle way, with the
warning not to be seduced by the world, but Shulhan Arukh does not
explicitly mention this.

In Hi/khot Yom Tov (Sec. 529), Tur writes, "Even though one
should limit his expenditures all year, he should not do so on the
festivals." Shulhan Arukh quotes only the second half of the
statement. The opening is perhaps implied, but it is not explicitly
formulated.

This exemplifies what was stated at the beginning of this essay.
These matters cannot be formulated as halakhic rulings. Ramban
called the verses dealing with this area "general instructions." The
exact application will necessarily differ from man to man.

In only one place does Shulhan Arukh explicitly state that one
should refuse pleasure and not satisfy one's desires. In Sec. 240, the
Laws of Modesty, it is written: "It is better to refuse one's desires and
conquer them, for in this area starving them leads to their satiation
and sating them leads to their being hungry." This is the only place in
Shulhan Arukh where this principle appears.

Indeed, in every generation, rabbis and communal leaders were
concerned with preventing consumptionism in the Jewish com-
munity. Preventing luxuries from becoming the focus of man's
desires has always been a central problem. Consider some examples
from the past taken from Lama Titra'u, a book published in Bnei
Brak which details the history of anti-sumptuary laws and calls for
similar enactments today.

Let us see the promenade of our people. . . in these terrible times. . . . Evcry
heart that loves Israel is very sore when it sees the scandalous and terrible
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moral situation. Every man does as he sees fit, the material situation is entirely
corrupt, and luxury and fashion is like rot in our bones.

This is followed by several specific regulations detailing the
maximum number of guests to be invited to a berit or a wedding,
what may be served, etc. The regulations of the Council of the Four
Lands also included the recommendation that every community

enact a ceiling of 30 guests at a wedding. Only if one gives an

additional contribution to charity may he invite more, provided he
includes one poor man in every ten guests. If a certain minimum
contribution is not made, no music may be playcd. The festivities
must end by a given hour, etc.

Or consider the following regulation signed by Rav Yehezkel

Landau, author of Noda bi- Yehuda: "For several years, a bad
custom has taken root among us whereby very cxpcnsive pastries are
sold publicly in the city streets. . . ." Only simple wafers are to be
permitted for public sale. It is reported that the Gerer Rebbe recently
issued a regulation prohibiting serving both fish and meat at a
wedding, and limiting liquor to one bottle per 25 guests.

CONCLUSION

I shall attempt, with great caution, to apply these principles to our
situation. Assuming that greed versus moderation is a major concern
in our society and in our personal lives, I would suggest that we
redcfine our terms of reference. The issue is not whether we seek to
improve our standard of living. It is, rather, the extent to which we
are prepared to forgo our needs and desires when these do not further
the servicc of God.

It is precisely those things that are high on the list of one's
desirable pleasures that constitute the test of this virtue. The fact that
one has been taught to avoid certain pleasures or luxuries is
meaningless in and of itself unless it generates a general detachment
from dependency on luxuries. In other words, what matters is not
what pleasures you have renounccd, but the importance you place on
those that you have not. A man need not live without natural
pleasures. However, he should not aspire to develop his capacity to
enjoy. Therc is no value in pleasure other than what can be justified
as part of the service of God. I would not say that there is no
significance to the level of one's consumption, but it is not the most
important factor. I prefer someone with a high standard of living
who is not concerned with his level of consumption to one who has a
low standard of living and constantly dreams of how he might better
his material situation.
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This should not be taken to imply that it is an easy task to
produce personalities who, while enjoying a high standard of living,
do not seek to reach a still higher one. It is a sad psychological fact
that appetite comcs with eating. Yet thc idcal is restraint. How to
achieve this ideal is another question altogether.

I do not believe in preaching non-indulgencc. (In fact, I am

skeptical about the educational efficacy of preaching in general.)
First of all, preaching restraint and simplicity creates pride, which
undermines from within. Secondly, a value that is accepted formally
but which is not internalized is often applied in an externally
appropriate but essentially worthless manner. Listeners are apt to
show restraint precisely in those areas where no restraint is called for,
e.g., in spiritual needs. The result is deification of superficiality.
Imagine a Jewish grandmother telling me, when I complimented her
on her grandson being exceptional, that "I do not want exccptional,
only normal!" There is nothing wrong with being normal, but what is
the danger of being superior? We often hear the statement, "I am like
all the others, not too frum; it is not good to be too frum." This, I
fear, is the result of a psychological shift in the internalization of the
value of limited satisfaction.

It is impossible to take a Western society of plenty and merely
injcct it with a dose of Torah law. Of course, it is possible to observe
Torah law in such a society. Our aim, however, is to establish a
society where Torah laws are integral and which can dcvelop into one
where service of God alone, and no other thing, stands at the head of
its value scale. A society where gratification and pleasure are at the
apcx of the value system cannot be transformed even if we attack it
with mortars and tractors. This is one of the major problems of our
daily life in the State of IsraeL.
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