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The Gemara in Sukkah (26a) 
teaches:

ָּתנּו ַרָּבַנן: הֹוְלֵכי ְדָרִכים ַּביֹום — 
ְפטּוִרין ִמן ַהּסּוָכה ַּביֹום, ְוַחָייִבין ַּבַלְיָלה. הֹוְלֵכי 

ְדָרִכים ַּבַלְיָלה — ְפטּוִרין ִמן ַהּסּוָכה ַּבַלְיָלה 
ְוַחָייִבין ַּביֹום. הֹוְלֵכי ְדָרִכים ַּביֹום ּוַבַלְיָלה — 

ְפטּוִרין ִמן ַהּסּוָכה ֵּבין ַּביֹום ּוֵבין ַּבַלְיָלה. הֹוְלִכין 
ִלְדַבר ִמְצָוה — ְפטּוִרין ֵּבין ַּביֹום ּוֵבין ַּבַלְיָלה 
ִכי ָהא ְדַרב ִחְסָדא ְוַרָּבה ַּבר ַרב הּוָנא ִכי ֲהוֹו 

ָעְייִלי ְּבַׁשְּבָתא ְדִרְגָלא ְלֵבי ֵריׁש ָגלּוָתא, ֲהוֹו ָגנּו 
ַאַרְקָּתא ְדסּוָרא, ָאְמִרי: ֲאַנן ְׁשלּוֵחי ִמְצָוה ֲאַנן 

ּוְפטּוִרין.
The Rabbis taught: Travelers who 
travel during the day are exempt from 
the mitzvah of sukkah during the day 
and are obligated at night. Travelers 
who travel at night are exempt from 
the mitzvah of sukkah at night and 

obligated during the day. Travelers who 
travel both during the day and at night 
are exempt from the mitzvah of sukkah 
both during the day and at night. Those 
who travel for a matter of mitzvah are 
exempt both during the day and at 
night, as in this incident involving Rav 
Chisda and Rabba bar Rav Huna. 
When they would enter the house of the 
Reish Galusa (the political leader of 
Babylonian Jewry) on the Shabbos of 
Yom Tov, they would sleep on the bank of 
the Sura River and not in a sukkah. They 
said in explanation: We are on the path 
to perform a mitzvah and are exempt 
from the mitzvah of sukkah.

The exemption from the mitzvah 
of sukkah of one travelling for the 

purpose of a different mitzvah is an 
example of osek b’mitzvah patur min 
hamitzvah — that one who is involved 
in the performance of a mitzvah is 
exempt from performance of other 
mitzvos at that time. While we 
readily understand why an individual 
traveling to perform a mitzvah is 
exempt from sitting in the sukkah 
while traveling, why is such a person 
exempt from sleeping in a sukkah at 
night when he is not traveling anyway? 
Why didn’t Rav Chisda and Rabba 
bar Rav Huna need to find a sukkah to 
sleep in at night?

Rashi (26a s.v. holchim) (see also 
Tosafos 25a s.v. shluchei), while not 
directly addressing the exemption 
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from sleeping in a sukkah per se, 
writes that people traveling to perform 
a mitzvah are exempt from sukkah at 
night even when they are not traveling 
because they are preoccupied with 
thinking and worrying about the 
mitzvah that they are pursuing. 
However, Ra’aviyah (2:635, quoted 
in Hagahos Ashri Sukkah 2:10 and 
Mordechai 779), answers that if such 
a person sleeps properly at night he 
will be properly rested and better 
positioned to perform the mitzvah 
that he is engaged in on the following 
day. As such, even when he is sleeping, 
he is considered to be osek b’mitzvah 
— involved in the performance of 
a mitzvah — and thus exempt from 
sleeping in a sukkah.1

A Midrashic comment highlights 
the preparatory value of sleep in 
enhancing avodas Hashem. Bereishis 
Rabbah (9:6) quotes R. Shimon ben 
Elazar as saying that the description 
of Creation as tov meod, exceedingly 
good (Bereishis 1:31), refers to sleep.  
Upon questioning whether sleep is a 
good thing, the Midrash explains that 
if one sleeps properly, he will be better 
able to toil in Torah study. 

Meiri (Avos 3:4) understands a 
Mishna in Avos in the same vein. 
The Mishna lists one who remains 
awake at night as deserving of death. 
While Rashi and Rabbeinu Yonah 
explain the reference as limited to one 
who wastes his time at night, Meiri 
interpets the Mishna as referring 
specifically to one who stays up all 
night and does not get the requisite 
amount of sleep that his body needs.2 
He notes that the recommended 
amount of sleep is eight hours a 
night, as per the famous comment of 
Rambam (Deios 4:4).3

There are contexts in which getting 
a good night’s sleep is not only 

recommended but halachically 
mandated. Rema (Yoreh Deah 245:17) 
rules that a rebbe should not stay up 
late at night lest his teaching the next 
day be impacted. Similarly, Shulchan 
Aruch (Choshen Mishpat 337:19) 
writes that a day laborer should not 
accept freelance jobs at night as doing 
so could compromise his daytime job 
performance.4 In these situations, not 
being sufficiently awake at one’s job 
could be grounds for termination.

However, the Braisa in the sixth perek 
of Avos (6:5), lists miut shayna, getting 
by with little sleep, as one of the forty-
eight prerequisites for the acquisition 
of Torah.5 In the extreme, Chazal (see 
Rashi Bereishis 28:11) had a tradition 
that Yaakov Avinu did not sleep at 
night for the duration of the fourteen 
years that he was learning Torah in the 
yeshiva of Shem and Eiver.6  Shulchan 
Aruch (Yoreh Deah 246:21; see also 
246:23 and Rambam, Talmud Torah 
3:13) codifies the virtue of miut 
shayna:

אין דברי התורה מתקיימים במי שמתרפה 
עצמו עליהם, ולא בלומדים מתוך עידון ומתוך 

אכילה ושתייה, אלא במי שממית עצמו 
עליה ומצער גופו תמיד, ולא יתן שינה לעיניו 

ותנומה לעפעפיו.
The words of the Torah do not remain 
permanently with one who is indolent in 
acquiring them, nor with such who study 
the Torah in an environment of luxury 
and amidst eating and drinking, but 
with one who sacrifices his life for them 
and constantly suffers his body and does 

not yield sleep to his eyes nor dozing to 
his eyelids.

How do we reconcile the virtues 
of miut shayna with the other 
sources that clearly recommend and 
sometimes require a proper night’s 
sleep?

The Rambam begins the chapter in 
which he discusses the appropriate 
amount of sleep with the following 
introduction (Deios 4:1):

הואיל והיות הגוף בריא ושלם מדרכי השם 
הוא, שהרי אי אפשר שיבין או ידע דבר 
מידיעת הבורא והוא חולה, לפיכך צריך 

להרחיק אדם עצמו מדברים המאבדין 
את הגוף, ולהנהיג עצמו בדברים המברין 

והמחלימים.
Since the maintenance of the body in 
a healthy and complete condition is 
from the ways of Hashem, because it is 
impossible that one should understand or 
know anything of the divine knowledge 
when he is sick, it is necessary for man 
to distance himself from things which 
destroy the body, and practice things 
which are healthy and healing.

A person must attend to his physical 
needs and live a healthy lifestyle in 
order to be capable of properly serving 
Hashem. The Rambam stresses that 
a person’s mindset should reflect that 
his engagement with physical needs 
is for the purpose of enhancing his 
avodas Hashem (Deios 3:3):

המנהיג עצמו על פי הרפואה, אם שם על לבו 
שיהיה כל גופו ואבריו שלמים בלבד ושיהיו 
לו בנים עושין מלאכתו ועמלין לצורכו אין 

How do we reconcile the virtues of miut shayna 
with the other sources that clearly recommend 
and sometimes require a proper night’s sleep?
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זו דרך טובה, אלא ישים על לבו שיהא גופו 
שלם וחזק כדי שתהיה נפשו ישרה לדעת את 
ה', שאי אפשר שיבין וישתכל בחכמות והוא 

רעב וחולה או אחד מאיבריו כואב, ... ואפילו 
בשעה שהוא ישן אם ישן לדעת כדי שתנוח 

דעתו עליו וינוח גופו כדי שלא יחלה ולא 
יוכל לעבוד את ה' והוא חולה, נמצאת שינה 

שלו עבודה למקום ברוך הוא, ועל ענין זה צוו 
חכמים ואמרו וכל מעשיך יהיו לשם שמים, 

והוא שאמר שלמה בחכמתו בכל דרכיך דעהו 
והוא יישר אורחותיך. 

One who follows the medical directions, 
but sets his heart merely to keep his 
body and limbs healthy and have his 
children to do his work and strive for 
his needs, such is not the good way. 
Rather he should set his heart to have a 
sound and strong body so that his soul 
be prepared to acquire the knowledge 
of Hashem, for it is impossible that one 
should understand and improve himself 
in scholarship when he is hungry, or sick, 
or when one of his limbs hurts … Even 
when one sleeps, if his sleep is purposeful 
so that his mind be rested, and he rests 
his body so as to prevent himself from 
becoming sick and be unable to serve 

Hashem as a result of sickness, it will 
be found that even his very sleep is 
part of his service to Hashem. And on 
this subject the sages commanded and 
said: "And let all your actions be with 
devotion to the Name of Hashem" (Avos 
2.12); and, concerning this Shomo 
in his wisdom said: "In all your ways 
acknowledge Him, and He will make 
your paths straight" (Mishlei 3.6).

In this vein, the Taz (Even Haezer 
25:1) explains that one’s motivation is 
more critical than the actual amount 
of sleep that he gets. He notes that 
some talmidei chachamim may sleep 
little and learn more Torah at night 
while others may sleep more at night, 
in order to have more energy to learn 
in the daytime. At times, the talmid 
chacham who gets more sleep may 
accomplish the same in one hour as 
the talmid chacham who sleeps less 
covers in two hours. Yet, the reward 
accrued by both of them may be 
identical.

As Magen Avraham (introduction to 
238) notes (see also Mishneh Brurah 
238:2 and Aruch Hashulchan 238:2), 
different people need different 
amounts of sleep.7 Mishneh Brurah, 
after quoting the Magen Avraham, 
adds that even though one should get 
enough sleep to function optimally, 
one should not overindulge in sleep.8 
As such, the Chazon Ish is quoted as 
saying (Maaseh Ish Vol. 4 p. 60), that 
the miut shayna necessary for optimal 
acquisition of Torah knowledge refers 
to sleeping the amount necessary to 
function properly and not more.9

The broader message of the Rambam 
in calibrating one’s sleep and other 
physical pleasures may be reflected in 
the very mitzvah of sukkah with which 
we began this analysis. The Gemara 
at the beginning of Sukkah (2a) tells 
us the directive of Sukkos is kol shivas 

hayamim, tzei midiras keva v’shev 
b’diras arai — we are commanded 
to leave our permanent dwelling 
for seven days and reside in the 
temporary dwelling of the sukkah. As 
many explain (see Rabbeinu Bachya 
in Kad Hakemach, Alshich Emor 
(23:34), Shach, Bereishis (33:16)), 
the sukkah that we sit in represents 
olam hazeh and reminds us of the 
fleeting nature of this world and the 
insignificance of its pleasures. 

Alshich notes that the bounty of olam 
hazeh can be encapsulated in the 
categories of banei, chayei umezonei 
— children, life, and sustenance. He 
suggests that the three walls necessary 
for a kosher sukkah correspond to 
these three categories. While two 
of the walls must be complete, the 
halacha is that the third wall need only 
extend a tefach, a minimal amount. 
This teaches us that while one should 
daven for great children and a robust 
life (banei vachayei), we should 
minimize the pursuit of physical 
pleasures (mezonei) and should make 
do only with that which is necessary 
for our health and sustenance. The 
mitzvah of sukkah conveys the 
importance of viewing our physical 
activities and the maintenance of 
a healthy lifestyle not as ends unto 
themselves but as means to enhance 
our avodas Hashem.

 Endnotes

1  The Gemara (Sukkah 53a) recounts that 
during the Simchas Beis Hashoeva that took 
place every night of Chol Hamoed Sukkos 
in the Beis Hamikdash, the participants did 
not sleep, but only dozed off on each other’s 
shoulders. Given that one is not permitted to 
even take a short nap outside of the sukkah 
on Sukkos (see Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 
639:3), how were they allowed to doze 
off during the Simchas Beis Hashoeva? R. 
Yitzchok Zilberstein (Chashukei Chemed, 
Sukkah 53a) suggests that since they were 

One’s motivation is more 
critical than the actual 
amount of sleep that he 
gets. 
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involved in the mitzvah of kabblas pnei 
hashechinah, greeting the Divine presence in 
the Beis Hamikdash, they were considered 
osek b’mitzvah and thus exempt from the 
mitzvah of sukkah. See also R. Zvi Pesach 
Frank (Mikraei Kodesh, Sukkos 1:33), who 
demonstrates that whether one may doze 
off outside of the sukkah is a matter of 
dispute, and R. Eliyahu Weissfish (Hasukkah 
1993 edition p. 402). For a summary of the 
rationales for the common centuries old 
practice in many communities outside of 
Eretz Yisrael to not be careful about sleeping 
in the sukkah see R. Zvi Sobolofsky’s article in 
Torah To-Go, Sukkos 5769.

2  See also commentary of Tosafos Yom Tov 
who explains the Mishnah along the lines of 
Meiri and references the Gemara in Eruvin 
65a, that night was created for the purpose of 
sleep. [The Gemara there has two opinions as 
to whether night was created for sleeping or 
for learning Torah and concludes that both 
are correct in their respective contexts.]

3  Rambam’s actual language is that it is 
sufficient for a person to sleep for eight 
hours. Maaseh Rokeach (1665-1742), in his 
commentary on the Rambam, makes an 
unsourced reference to a statement of Chazal 
that a person requires seven hours of sleep 
a night.  He notes that the Rambam only 
intended to present eight hours of sleep as a 
maximum, and writes that this is hinted to in 
a passuk in Iyov, yashanti az yanuach li — I 
slept and then it was restful for me (3:13), as 
the word az is the numerical value of eight. 
Magen Avraham (introduction to 238) as well 
presents this numerical reference. 

R.Ovadia Yosef (Anaf Etz Avos p. 405) quotes 
that Rav Zemele Volozhner (the brother of 
Rav Chaim Volozhner) would never sleep for 
more than four hours a night. When he was 
asked about the aforementioned hint in the 
word az to sleeping for eight hours a night, he 
responded that the word li in az yanuach li is 
the numeric value of 40, such that in a 48 hour 
period one should be awake 40 of those hours 
and sleep the rest — four hours a night.

4  See Aruch Hashulchan, Choshen Mishpat 

333:24.

5  See also Rabbeinu Chananel, Chagiga 14a.

6  It is noteworthy that Yaakov Avinu also 
noted his lack of sleep while guarding Lavan’s 
flocks. In describing his dedication to his 
job, Yaakov Avinu says, ָהִייִתי ַביֹום ֲאָכַלִני ֹחֶרב 
 Often, scorching — ְוֶקַרח ַּבָלְיָלה ַוִּתַדד ְׁשָנִתי ֵמֵעיָני
heat ravaged me by day and frost by night; 
and sleep fled from my eyes (Bereishis 
31:40). The Gemara in Bava Metzia 93b, 
derives the baseline responsibilities of a paid 
watchman from this passuk. Medrash Sechel 
Tov comments that Yaakov Avinu stayed 
up late at night worrying that wild animals 
might devour the flocks on the following 
day. Abarbanel (31:31) writes that he was up 
late at night watching the animals. Bereishis 
Rabbah (74) assumes that Yaakov Avinu 
was up at night reciting Tehillim (either the 
fifteen Shirei Hama’alos or the entirety of Sefer 
Tehillim).

7  See Torah V’horaah #534 Vayetzei 
5781 (published by www.din.org.il) for an 
anthology of statements made by poskim of 
the previous generation on this topic. Rav 
Shalom Schwadron was quoted (Kol Chotzev 
p. 164) as relating that while the Chazon Ish 
advised many to make due with six hours 
of sleep a night, the Chazon Ish told him 
that he needed seven hours. Rav Schwadron 
remarked that he regretted not listening to 
the Chazon Ish, as he was not able to function 
optimally on less sleep. The Steipler observed 
that most people need seven or eight hours 
of sleep daily in order to function (Karna 
D’igrisa 1:33 and Orchos Rabbeinu Vol. I p. 
365). 

Tiferes Yisrael (commentary to Avos 6:3) 
writes that the Rambam’s comment about 
eight hours of sleep is only relevant up to the 
age of fifty. Once a person turns fifty, he can 
function well with five or six hours of sleep a 
night.

Maharam Shik (Orach Chaim 1) makes a 
fascinating halachic suggestion. He notes 
that there are at least some hours of the night 
during which a person is obligated to sleep, 
as per the aforementioned Gemara in Eruvin 

(65a). As such, he argues that during that 
time, a person is exempt from the mitzvah of 
learning Torah. If a person were to stay up all 
night learning Torah, since he is technically 
exempt from learning Torah during part of the 
night, that period would constitute a hefsek 
as far as birchos haTorah are concerned, and 
he would be obligated to recite new birchos 
haTorah the next morning.

8  R. Yonasan Eibishitz (Yaaros Dvash 1:4), in 
a hesped for R. Meir Eisenstadt, author of the 
Panim Meiros, notes that sometimes the yetzer 
hara may say to a person that if he overexerts 
himself learning Torah, he may end up getting 
sick, and sometimes the yetzer hara may say 
to a person that if he learns Torah he will have 
to get up early and will be unproductive due 
to his lack of sleep. A person must be honest 
with himself about how much sleep he needs.

9  Piskei Teshuvos (Orach Chaim 238 fn. 18) 
quotes without attribution an additional 
explanation that miut shayna could refer to 
learning at times that one might be inclined 
to go to sleep earlier than necessary, like on 
Friday nights or long winter nights.
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