5 Lessons on the Discipline of “Enough”

Your 18Forty Parsha Guide is a weekly newsletter exploring five major takeaways from the
weekly parsha. Receive this newsletter every week in your inbox by subscribing here.
Questions or feedback? Email Rivka Bennun Kay at Shabbosreads@18forty.org.

The nonprofit world runs on scarcity. Every email campaign apologizes for asking again.
Every board meeting reviews the gap between need and resources. Cultural wisdom insists
that when the cause is worthy, more is always better. We measure devotion by exhaustion
and success by surplus. You know this pattern. You live it. The assumption operates so
deeply that questioning it feels almost ungrateful.

Parshat Vayakhel presents a scene that defies these assumptions entirely. The Israelites are
building the Mishkan, the holiest construction project in history. Donations flood in.
Enthusiasm overwhelms the organizers. Then something unprecedented happens. The
artisans approach Moshe with an unusual complaint. “The people are bringing more than
enough for the service of the work,” they report in Exodus 36:5-7. Moshe responds with a
command that sounds almost absurd to modern ears. He tells them to stop giving.
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Think about that for a moment. What kind of spiritual tradition tells people to stop
contributing to a sacred cause? What kind of leader turns away willing donors? The answer
reveals something counterintuitive about holiness itself. Sometimes devotion requires
restraint. Sometimes the discipline of “enough” accomplishes what unlimited generosity
cannot. And sometimes our frantic giving says more about our inner turmoil than it does
about our commitment to what is holy.

1. The Sanctuary in Time Must Precede the Sanctuary in Space

Before blueprints, before materials, before any instruction about building God’s dwelling
place, Moshe gathers the entire community and talks about stopping work. Exodus 35:1-3
opens the parsha with the laws of Shabbat. The juxtaposition seems awkward at first. Why
interrupt the grand construction project with a reminder about rest?

The Talmud (Shabbat 49b) identifies 39 categories of labor forbidden on Shabbat, and the
Sages teach that each one corresponds to work performed in constructing the Mishkan. The
juxtaposition is not merely about priority. It is definitional. The Torah shows us what
meaningful, creative labor looks like, then commands us to cease from precisely those
activities every seventh day. Shabbat observance becomes a weekly re-enactment of the
moment Moshe told the people to stop.

Rashi on Exodus 35:2 applies this principle directly. He explains that Moshe placed the
Shabbat laws before the Mishkan instructions to teach that building the Sanctuary does not
override the Sabbath. Even the holiest construction project must pause when Shabbat
arrives. The deeper teaching goes beyond legal precedent. It establishes a hierarchy that
most of us instinctively resist.

REIATED: How to Build the World of Shabbos

Abraham Joshua Heschel articulated this idea most powerfully. Heschel taught that
civilization expends enormous energy conquering space. We pour resources into expanding
the physical world, adding neighborhoods and office towers to the horizon, claiming
territory for our ambitions. Judaism introduces a revolutionary counterclaim. Time itself can
be sanctified. The “palace in time” that is Shabbat takes precedence over any physical
structure we might erect. You can always build another room. You cannot reclaim a Shabbat
you chose to ignore.



https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.35.1-3?lang=bi
https://18forty.org/topics/shabbos/
https://www.sefaria.org/Shabbat.49b.7?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Rashi_on_Exodus.35.2?lang=bi
https://18forty.org/articles/building-the-world-of-shabbos/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/shabbat-as-a-sanctuary-in-time/
https://18forty.org/articles/5-lessons-on-the-discipline-of-enough/

Modern research validates this ancient intuition. Sabine Sonnentag’s work on psychological
detachment from work demonstrates that the inability to mentally disconnect from labor
leads to exhaustion and diminished effectiveness. Workers who cannot stop working
eventually lose the capacity to work well. The very resources needed for meaningful
contribution get depleted by relentless engagement. Your commitment to the cause may be
genuine, but if you cannot step away from it, you will eventually have nothing left to give.

Ari Bergmann explores this tension on 18Forty through the lens of shemittah, the sabbatical
year when land lies fallow. Shemittah demands that the farmer cease cultivating and accept
that his labor is not the sole source of his sustenance. Whether understood as trust in divine
providence or as recognition that forces beyond our effort shape outcomes, the practice
interrupts the illusion of complete self-sufficiency. The relentless drive to accumulate and
produce can sever this awareness. A builder who cannot cease building loses perspective on
what he is building and why, and risks becoming servant to the work rather than master of
it. Stepping back is not abandoning the project. It is the only way to see whether the
construction still serves its intended purpose.

Vayakhel places Shabbat first to establish what we so easily forget. The capacity to stop is
prerequisite both for meaningful work and for sustainable productivity. If you cannot rest,
you cannot really build anything worth inhabiting, and eventually you will have nothing left
to contribute.

2. Over-Giving Can Be a Trauma Response

The people bring their offerings. Gold, silver, acacia wood, fine linen. The materials pour in
with an intensity that seems admirable until you look closer. The text in Exodus 36:5-7
describes the artisans approaching Moshe with an unusual complaint. “The people are
bringing more than enough for the service of the work.” The Hebrew suggests the gifts have
become a burden, no longer a blessing. Something is off about this generosity.
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Why were the Israelites giving so excessively? Several traditional commentators connect
this scene to the narrative that immediately precedes it. Just chapters earlier, this same
community stripped off their jewelry to construct the Golden Calf. The frantic generosity of
Vayakhel, according to this reading, was not simply piety. It was teshuva, repentance. They
had given gold for an idol. Now they would give more gold for God’s dwelling to prove their
loyalty, to demonstrate they had changed, to bury their shame under a mountain of precious
metals. Sforno, commenting on Exodus 35:22, notes the unusual phrase describing how men
“came upon the women” with their gifts, suggesting an intensity and eagerness that went
beyond ordinary donation. The commentary is available only in Hebrew, but its emphasis on
the unusual fervor of the giving reinforces this interpretation.

REIATED: Change and Self-Acceptance: Rav Shagar’s Paradox of Teshuva

Trauma psychology recognizes this pattern. Pete Walker’s work on the fawn response
identifies how people who have experienced failure or violation often attempt to manage
their anxiety through compulsive helpfulness. The fawning trauma response involves
abandoning one’s own boundaries to please or appease others. Giving functions as a
mechanism for managing internal shame. It stops being an expression of genuine
generosity. You can be depleting yourself in the name of giving while actually serving your
own need to feel acceptable.

We saw this dynamic intensify in nonprofit burnout discussions during and after the 2020
pandemic. Healthcare workers, essential employees, and community organizers pushed
themselves past sustainable limits. The frantic over-functioning served to manage
helplessness as much as it served those in need. When crisis strikes, the impulse to over-
function can mask deeper anxiety about inadequacy or guilt. You tell yourself you are
serving others, but you are also running from something inside yourself.

David Bashevkin has explored how shame can drive unhealthy cycles of religious
performance. We try to bury the failure under a mountain of mitzvot. We give until we
cannot give anymore, and then we give some more, because stopping would require us to sit
with our inadequacy. Moshe’s intervention becomes therapeutic leadership. By commanding
the people to stop, he communicated something they desperately needed to hear. You are
forgiven. Your worth is not measured by how much you give. What you have already
contributed is enough. You do not need to exhaust yourself to earn back your place in this
community.

3. The Holiness of Limits
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Exodus 36:6 records Moshe’s proclamation: “Let no man or woman do any more work for
the offering of the sanctuary.” The Hebrew root used here, kaf-lamed-aleph, yields the word
vayikalei, meaning “they were restrained.” The people had to be actively prevented from
giving more. Their generosity required intervention.

Malbim, the 19th-century commentator, interprets this restraint as essential to the
Mishkan's integrity. His Hebrew commentary on this verse emphasizes that without limits,
the structure would have become a monument to human excess, not a dwelling calibrated to
Divine specification. God gave precise measurements. The artisans’ task was to meet those
measurements, not to exceed them. Extra gold would not have made the Mishkan holier. It
would have made it wrong.

A skeptical reader might object here. Within Jewish tradition, isn’t more generosity always
better? Doesn’t giving tzedaka earn merit regardless of the amount? The tension is real, but
the answer lies in the concept of bal tashchit, the prohibition against waste. Resources
given beyond the need do not become mitzvot. They become excess. Generosity that ignores
the actual requirements of a project transforms a sacred gift into clutter.

This principle does not diminish the value of generosity. It refines our understanding of
what generosity accomplishes. A mitzvah performed beyond its parameters is not a greater
mitzvah. Giving more gold than the Mishkan's blueprint specified would not have produced
a holier structure. The artisans’ wisdom lay in recognizing that divine specification itself
was part of the gift they were meant to receive.

Jewish law codifies this principle with striking practicality. The Talmud in Ketubot 50a
records an ordinance from Usha: One who gives charity should not give more than a fifth of
his property, lest he come to need assistance from others. Generosity that bankrupts the
giver is not superior generosity. It is generosity that has lost sight of its own purpose. The
rabbis understood that sustainable giving requires limits, that you cannot pour from an
empty vessel, and that making yourself dependent on others defeats the very values charity
is meant to embody. Contemporary financial planners echo this ancient wisdom when they
counsel clients to build charitable giving into sustainable budgets and resist the impulse to
respond to every appeal.
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Barry Schwartz’s research on the paradox of choice demonstrates that constraints are
essential for human flourishing. Unlimited options do not produce satisfaction. They
produce paralysis and regret. Having more choices often degrades the quality of our
decisions and our contentment with the outcomes. Greg McKeown applies this insight
practically in Essentialism. The undisciplined pursuit of “more” leads to the diffusion of
energy across too many fronts. Real contribution requires selectivity. We accomplish more
by doing less, provided we do the right less.

Jewish financial ethics reflect this same principle. Eli Langer and Zevi Wolman discuss how
Jewish law shapes our relationship with money through specific limits and obligations. By
commanding restraint, Moshe elevated the people’s giving from an emotional impulse to a
disciplined service. A mitzvah has parameters. Honoring those parameters is part of the
service itself.

4. Wisdom Is Knowing When to Stop

Exodus 36:1-2 introduces the artisans as “wise-hearted,” using the Hebrew phrase chacham
lev. The term appears repeatedly in the construction narrative. Why does building a physical
structure require wisdom beyond mere skill? A talented craftsman can produce beautiful
objects indefinitely. What makes these artisans wise?

Pirkei Avot 4:1 asks: “Who is wise?” The answer provided is not what we might expect. “One
who learns from every person.” Wisdom involves receptivity, the capacity to recognize what
is needed in each situation and resist imposing a single approach universally. The artisans’
wisdom of heart applied this principle to their craft. They could read the blueprint, assess
the materials gathered, and discern when the structure had received exactly what it needed.
Their wisdom lay in knowing when to put down the hammer.

Breslov teachings on shemittah explore how restraint functions in spiritual development, a
theme Ari Bergmann also addressed in the context of economic sabbatical discussed earlier.
The sabbatical year requires farmers to stop cultivating, to allow the land to rest, to trust
that stepping back from active intervention will yield its own abundance. The discipline of
cessation requires as much wisdom as the discipline of action. Knowing when to do nothing
is a form of knowledge that our productivity-obsessed culture almost never teaches.
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Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s research on optimal experience, published in his book Flow: The
Psychology of Optimal Experience, identifies the conditions under which creative work
becomes most satisfying. Optimal experience emerges when clear goals and immediate
feedback structure the activity. Unrestricted freedom does not produce creativity. It
produces chaos. The most satisfying work happens within limits, not in their absence.
Boundaries are not obstacles to meaningful engagement. They are prerequisites for it.

Dr. Jeremy England explores how life itself depends on the precise management of energy
within boundaries. His work suggests that life emerges through the efficient dissipation of
energy within organized structures. Without such organization, matter cannot sustain the
complex arrangements that characterize living systems. The artisans working on the
Mishkan possessed this understanding instinctively. Talent alone could produce endlessly.
Wisdom knew when the production had met the purpose.

They could look at a pile of gold and say, “This fits.” They could look at the next pile and
say, “This is excess.” The distinction between necessary and superfluous required
discernment that mere technical skill could not provide. You have this capacity too, if you
are willing to exercise it. The question is whether you will let yourself stop when enough has
been given.

5. From Building to Dwelling

Exodus 39:32 announces the completion: “Thus was all the work of the Tabernacle of the
Tent of Meeting finished.” The Hebrew word used, vateichel, echoes the language of
Creation in Genesis. God finished the heavens and the earth. The artisans finished the
Mishkan. Completion marks a transition from active construction to something else entirely,
something quieter and more profound.

The Netziv, in his commentary Ha’amek Davar on this verse, emphasizes the significance of
finishing. He interprets the completion itself as warranting celebration, noting how the
language parallels Creation’s conclusion. Starting a project requires energy and vision.
Finishing requires a different kind of discipline, the willingness to recognize when the work
is done and to stop. Many of us find starting easier than finishing because finishing requires
us to let go of the identity we built around being the person who is building.
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The philosopher Martin Heidegger explored the relationship between building and dwelling
in his essay “Building Dwelling Thinking.” He argued that building serves dwelling, not the
reverse. We do not build for the sake of building. We build so that we might inhabit. When
construction becomes endless, it defeats its own purpose. A perpetual construction site can
never become a home. The hammering drowns out the silence that a home requires.

Contemporary culture shows growing awareness of this imbalance. Harvard Business
Review’s analysis of “quiet quitting” reveals workers pushing back against the expectation
of unlimited productivity. The trend reflects exhaustion with perpetual striving. People are
seeking permission to simply be present, to stop endlessly producing. They are asking
whether life must always be a construction project, whether we ever get to actually live in
what we have built.

Rav Dov Singer explores how living a prayerful life requires shifting from aggressive
creation to receptive presence. We spend our lives building careers, homes, and
reputations. We often forget that the purpose of the building is to eventually inhabit it.
Classical Jewish commentary on the Mishkan emphasizes that the structure’s purpose was
to enable Divine presence to dwell among the people. God cannot dwell in a construction
site. As long as hammers are banging and dust fills the air, the space remains incomplete
regardless of how much material has been gathered.

The discipline of “enough” bridges building and being. By commanding the people to cease
their giving, Moshe allowed the structure to fulfill its actual purpose. The noise faded. The
dust settled. Only when the work stops can the presence enter. Only in the stillness could
the glory of God fill the space they had created together. Perhaps there is something in your
life waiting for you to stop building it so that you can finally begin to inhabit it.

Questions for Reflection

1. Where in your life do you confuse motion with progress, mistaking constant activity
for meaningful contribution?

2. When you give generously to a cause you care about, what portion of that giving
serves the cause and what portion serves your own need to feel valuable or forgiven?

3. What would it look like to apply the discipline of “enough” to one area of your life
this week?
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This project is made possible with support from the Simchat Torah Challenge and UJA-
Federation of New York. Learn more about the Simchat Torah Challenge and get involved at
their website.
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