Elul 2022
Week 4, Ahavah / Love

Supplemental Study Texts

l. Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler, Michtav M’Eliyahu

When we love someone, we need no reason to give, no outside motivation is
necessary. The question that Rav Dessler deals with here is whether the flow of
influence could go in the other direction. He questioned what impact the very act of
giving has on our hearts. The essential question he prompts us to consider is this: do

you give to the ones you love, or do you love the ones to whom you give? English
translation follows the Hebrew text.

Rav Dessler’'s Kuntrus HaChessed
Michtav M’Eliyahu, volume 1
“The Source of Love”
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120 | STRIVE FOR TRUTH: LOVINGKINDNESS

0 4 DDD[:lEI[]DDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDGDDDDDDDDDDGDD
on the roots of love

There is nobody in the whole world who does not
possess at least a spark of the faculty of giving. This may
be seen for instance at times of family rejoicing, when
people of the most grasping natures still feel the urge to
involve their friends in their celebration. No one’s joy 1s
complete unless he can share it with others. Similarly,
everyone has a decp-scated need for social life of some
sort. (This is why solitary confinement—separation from
the company of one’s fellow-men-—is considered such a
severe punishment.) What is the nature of these yearn-
ings?—sparks of the faculty of giving.

We all want to have children. Two motives may be
distinguished here. We want children to give us a sense
of continuity; we feel that death is not quite so final if we
have left children behind us. But perhaps an even
stronger motive 1s the need to have someone on whom to
lavish our love and affection. This is why childless cou-
ples will often adopt orphan children and bring them up
as their own. Some will even lavish their affection on a
dog or other pet animal, and treat it almost like a child.
This too is an indication of the hidden depths of the
power of giving in the human soul.

Here we come to an interesting question. We see that
love and giving always come together. Is the giving a
~.consequence of the love, or is perhaps the reverse true: is
the love a result of the 1V1ng?

We usually think it is love which causes giving

because we observe that a person showers gifts and favors.

on the one he loves. But there is another side to the argu-
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ment. Giving may bring about love for the same reason
that a person loves what he himself has created or nur-
tured: he recognizes in it part of himself. Whether it is a
child he has brought into the world, an animal he has
reared, a plant he has tended, or even a thing he has made
or a house he has built—a person is bound in love to the
work of his hands, for in it he finds himself. I have been

“shown a source in the sayings of our Rabbis which may
indicate that they held the opinion we have just put
forward: that Iove flows in the direction of giving. They
say in the tractate Derech Eretz Zuta:'! “If you want to
keep close to the love of your friend make it your con-
cern to seek his welfare.”

odooood

Love of this kind can go very deep indeed. Let us observe
what is written in God’s Torah. (This is the only source
from which we can learn the true depths of the human
heart, for only the Creator knows the secrets of the
human soul that He has created.) We find there that
among the categoties of men permitted to return home
before a battle are the following:

Whoever has built a new house and not consecrated it. .. and
whoever has planted a vineyard and not redeemed it...and

whoever has wedded a woman and not taken her to his
12

home. ...

All are treated in exactly the same way: the builder of
the house and the planter of the vineyard equally with
the new husband who is involved in the most intimate of
human relationships. The Torah thus reveals to us that
the love we bear to the fruit of our labors is directly com-
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parable with the love of a man for his betrothed. There
can be no doubt that this is an example of the love
produced by the power of giving.

Here is a case which I personally observed. I knew a
young married couple whose little son was the delight of
their lives. War overtook the town where they lived and
they were forced to flee. It so happened that the young
mother was away from home on that day; the father fled
with his little boy in one direction while the mother was
forced to take the opposite route, and so the family was
separated by the warring armies. And so they remained,
separated in sorrow and yearning, all the years of the
war. At last the battlefronts grew quiet, peace returned,
and they were re-united—and what a happy family re-
union that was!

But a remarkable thing came to light. They could no
longer make good that which the years had taken away.
The love between the father and his son was deeper and
closer than that of the mother for the son. Was it because
she had parted from him as a small boy and found him
grown up? Was she still yearning for the little son she
had left behind? But this is only imagination. The cruel
fact was that the potential “giving” of all those years was
lost beyond recall. It was the father who had trained and
reared the child and had lavished on him the thousand-
and-one acts of tender care which normally fall to the lot
of the mother. The love which springs from all that giv-
ing had passed completely to the father. '

ooaoooo

We can find another example of “the love which comes

from giving”’ in the halacha dealing with help to a fellow-
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Jew in distress. Two cases are discussed in the Gemara,™
One is the case of a pack-animal whose load has fallen,
and the mitzva is to help the owner re-load it. The other
is the case of the overloaded animal, where the mitzva is
twofold: to prevent further suffering to the animal, and
to help the owner to load it more effectively. If one is
confronted by both cases at the same time, the second one
takes precedence, since an additional mitzva is in-
volved—helping the animal. If one is confronted by two
precisely similar cases, but in the one instance the owner
is a friend and in the other the owner is an enemy, help-
ing the enemy takes precedence, since there is a specific
mitzva to help one's enemy,* “so as to conquer one'’s
yetzer.”

But what if the choice is between unloading the pack-
animal of a friend and re-loading the pack-animal of an
enemy? Here too, says the Gemara, the mitzva of helping
the enemy comes first. Even though the mitzva of
preventing suffering to an animal is a Torah command,
“conquering one’s yetzer takes precedence.” There is an
additional point here. By resisting one’s inclination and
helping one’s enemy one automatically removes some of
the hatred from one’s own heart and replaces it by the
love which comes from giving. A perceptive person will
observe many cases of this sort.

ooooooo

To sum up: that which a person gives to another is never
lost. It is an extention of his own being. He can sce a part
of himself in the fellow-man to whom he has given. This
is the attachment between one man and his fellow to
which we give the name “love.”
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] 5 OoooDooooRDoOooOoOOoOOodooooooooooOcoooopotn
“you shall love your neighbor as yourself”

It was explained in the previous chapter that every
human being possesses some spark of the faculty of giv-
ing. In other words, the faculty of taking has not been
given the power to extinguish this last spark. It is essential
that this should be so, for the world depends on it for its
very existence; without that vestigial spark of giving, no
one would marry or have children.

But since most people’s power of giving remains at
this vestigial level, they tend to restrict their giving and
their love to a narrow circle of relatives and friends.
They look on everyone else as strangers and deal with
them in ways dominated by the power of taking; envy,
exploitation, grasping and greed rule the day.

If one were only to reflect that a person comes to love the
one to whom he gives, he would realize that the only reason
the other person seems a stranger to him is because he has
not yet given to him; he has not taken the trouble to show
him friendly concern. If I give to someone, I feel close to
him; I have a share in his being. It follows that if 1 were
to start bestowing good upon everyone I come into con-
tact with, I would soon feel that they are all my relatives,
all my loved ones. I now have a share in them all; my be-
ing has extended into all of them.

Someone who has been granted the merit to reach this
sublime level can understand the command, “You shall
love your neighbor as yourself "*® in its literal sense: ““As
yourself: without distinction; as yourself: in actual
fact.”™® By giving to him of yourself you will find in
your soul that you and he are indeed one; you will feel in
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the clearest possible manner that he really is to you “as

yourself.”

.  Ramban commentary to Leviticus 19:18?

The Torah verse, “Love thy neighbor as thyself’ is a well-known directive, which is
most challenging to uphold. How can we be expected to love others as we love
ourselves? What is really being asked of us?

INANXD N'AN DX ANKR'Y DTRN 27 727' X7 5 2790 7mMd w17 nanxi Dyl
N7X (20 n"2) NN N7 MTIR N N7 XAV "0 K2 D20W TIVIE W) NN
N2V [N 210N 722 1W9] NIX ANR' AWK [V 701 NN ANXR'Y NINN NIXN
M3 17 NanKI 1 "W7" N2 onix niwnt "imd qvn nX NN IR XY
ANX'Y 0'YD D INYTA DNIY NIAX DNHYAT7 1Y 2w AT (T77:07 XKp')
I2NIR D' ORI DT KX NNON K71 YIYA 12'0nY7 0WIT DN2TA 1INV DX 0OTR
NIY'Y X71 NNdNAI NYTAI TIA1 0'02121 MWIYA 17 AINKRD INYI NIT'Y YI9ON' D]
N7W 2INDN NIX' NIV 702 1N N RIN DY D71V7 1272 Y9N A 72N 119X
NYIY DTX TWUKRD N'AN7 N2IVN NIDN2 2ANKR' 72K 1272 NIRTD NRIZN NINNS N'NN
W91 NANK D (T' D X 7XINY) MV MKX [D 7V1 NANRA [NIY'Y D' X271 1Y91Y

121 7R 2V 1N NNKIE (T 2D DY) AR 27N ARIED DTN Y'oNY 1Ay nnx'

AND THOU SHALT LOVE THY NEIGHBOR AS THYSELF. This is an expression by
way of overstatement, for a human heart is not able to accept a directive to love
one’s neighbor as oneself. Moreover, Rabbi Akiba has already come and taught,
(Baba Metzia 62a) “Your life takes precedence over the life of your fellow-being.”
Rather, the commandment of the Torah means that one is to love one’s fellow-being
in all matters of good, as one loves oneself.? It is possible that since it does not say

I Translation based on Sefaria.org. All male references should be read as gender neutral.

2 This teaching applies to a case where “two people are together on a journey and one has a pitcher of water; if
they both drink from it they will die, because there is not enough for both, but if only one will drink he will
survive. Ben Petura taught that it is better that both should drink and die, rather than that one should see the
death of the other. [This was held to be the law] until Rabbi Akiba came and taught: that thy brother may live
with thee (further, 25:36), your life takes precedence over the life of thy brother.”

3 Thus: “he is to speak in praise of his neighbor, and be as careful of his neighbor’s property as he is careful of
his own property, and be as solicitous of his neighbor’s honor as he is of his own” (Rambam, Mishneh Torah,
Hilchoth Mada, 6:3).

© The Mussar Institute 2022 All Rights Reserved



gy THE
o | o MUSSAR
. INSTITUTE
ess Of God Becoming Your Best Self

|

“and thou shalt love ‘eth rei’acha’ [In that case the command would have been to
love the person as much as one loves one’s own self. But instead the verse says
I'rei’'acha, which means “to [or ‘for’] your neighbor,” thus teaching that that which is
good “for” your neighbor you should love as if it were good for yourself.] as thyself,”
but instead it likened them in the word T’rei’acha’ [which literally means “to” thy
neighbor], and similarly it states with reference to a proselyte, and thou shalt love ‘o’
(him) [but literally: “to” him] as thyself, Further, Verse 34. [Here too the thought
conveyed is: “that which is good for the proselyte you should love, as if it were good
for your own self.”] that the meaning thereof is to equate the love of both [himself and
his neighbor, or himself and the proselyte] in one’s mind. For sometimes a person
will love his neighbor in certain matters, such as doing good to him in material wealth
but not with wisdom and similar matters. But if he loves him completely, he will want
his beloved friend to gain riches, properties, honor, knowledge and wisdom.
However [because of human nature] he will still not want him to be his equal, for
there will always be a desire in his heart that he should have more of these good
things than his neighbor. Therefore, Scripture commanded that this degrading
jealousy should not exist in his heart, but instead a person should love to do
abundance of good for his fellow-being as he does for himself, and he should place
no limitations upon his love for him. It is for this reason that it is said of Jonathan’s
[love for David], for he loved him as he loved his own soul, | Samuel 20:17. because
Jonathan had removed [altogether] the attribute of jealousy from his heart, and he
said [to David], and thou shalt be king over Israel, Ibid., 23:17. etc.
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