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Simcha shel Mitzvah 
Excerpt from PurimBurst 2018 

R. Shlomo Elyashuv (the Leshem) explains that the command not to eat from the Tree of 
Knowledge included three prohibitions:1 1) Don’t eat from it, literally. 2) Don’t have relations 
before Shabbat (for eating is a euphemism for sexuality in the Torah).  3) Don’t try to fathom 
the forbidden realms (because you are what you eat, intellectually as well.) All three of these 
prohibitions were temporary. Had Adam and Chava managed to refrain, the “muscles” they 
would have developed from their effort, plus the maturity gained automatically with time, 
along with the spiritual updraft of Shabbat—all these tikunim would have enlightened them to 
the point that they could “eat” that fruit and not be shattered by its intense burst of 
consciousness. 

Instead, says the Leshem, they ate before they could hold the light that was unleashed by their 
deed. It blew them away, literally. They shattered, collapsed and tumbled into the lower 
worlds. 

What is it about these three activities (eating, sexuality and secular study) that links them to 
the mysterious Tree of Knowledge? The answer is that they are all deeds from the category of 
noga that produce a real and substantial pleasure for the one who does them… meaning that 
(when conducted according to halacha) they become mitzvot that both serve G-d and pleasure 
the person. This built-in mutuality of benefit makes it challenging to do them with pure intent 
because there’s always an element of self-interest lurking in the wings.  

Most mitzvot are the opposite. The act itself is dry, neutral and, from the ego’s perspective, 
burdensome. The animal soul must spend its hard-earned time, energy and life juice on 
something that brings no immediate gratification.  Consequently, whatever pleasure a person 
does derive from its performance is sure to be simcha shel mitzvah (in one form or another).2 
And that’s what marks a connoisseur of pleasure—the capacity to take quiet delight from just 
doing good. The road to Gan Eden tracks our progress in this regard.  

Every mitzvah pulls a mini burst of God Presence—aka, Ohr Ein Sof—down into the world and 
into the soul of the one who’s done the deed.3 The whole point of a spiritual path is to expand 
our capacity to “taste” the light that produces the simcha that accompanies a mitzvah.  

These three mitzvot (eating, sexuality and secular study) pose a challenge in this regard. They 
bring such visceral enjoyment to the animal soul (aka, ego) that we lose touch with the more 
subtle pleasure of simcha shel mitzvah that is also present.4  The problem is not our pleasure-
taking.  HaShem wants us to enjoy the delights of life.5 The problem is that we grab the gift 
but leave the Giver behind. Instead of orienting toward the expansive burst of Presence 
                                                
 ספר לשם שבו ואחלמה – הדרוש עץ הדעת – סימן ג' 1
2 R. Tsadok explains that mitzvoth bein adam l’chavero have a foot in both worlds.  There is satisfaction (perot) from 
the fellowship they promote, though their main reward (keren) is in the afterlife (as with all mitzvot). Yet, their 
perot in this world are more subtle and are themselves, a kind of simcha shel mitzvah). Tsidkat HaTsadik, #262. 
3 Tanya, chapter 37 (and numerous places). 
4 TB BB 17a, R. Tsadok HaKohen on this maamar, Tsidkat HaTsadik #174 (and hundreds of other places). The Baal 
Shem Tov defines subtle sin that afflicts all humans at some point or another (Kohellet 7:20, see footnote 11 
below) as forgetting HaShem, even for a moment. 
5 Rabbi Chizkiah's declaration, "A person will have to answer for everything that his eye beheld and he did not 
consume" (Jerusalem Talmud, Kiddushin 4:12). 
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released by that mitzvah, we fixate on the relish and constrict instead. Parents place a drop of 
honey on their child’s first Primer and the child eagerly laps it up. But the message is that this 
honey marks a spot in the universe that conceals a lifetime’s supply of even sweeter oneg when 
the child begins to wonder: “What is the source of this sweetness? Who is behind it all?”6 
Haman, as archetype, represents that force inside the psyche that laps up the honey but never 
wonders, “Who has provided these delights…Who do I thank for this pleasure?”  

 

                                                
6 R. Eleazar opened his discourse with the text: “Lift up your eyes on high and see, who (mi) created these?” (Is. 
XL, 26).   Where is the place to direct our eyes? The place to which all eyes are turned, the place that is called, 
Petah Enayim (“Opening of the Eyes.”) One who directs his/her consciousness up to this center will know that it 
was the most hidden and mysterious Ancient One, whose essence can be sought, but not found, that “created 
these.” … Zohar 1:1b 


