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Self-love — the positive and the negative!

We learn in Tractate Yevamot (62b): “The rabbis taught [in a beraita]: One who loves
their neighbors, and one who draws close their relatives, and one who [helps to] marry
[off] the daughter of one’s sister, and one who lends a selah to a poor person in the
hour of that person’s need, scripture says, ‘Then you shall call, and the Lord will
answer; you shall cry and the Lord will say: “Here | am™ (Isaiah 58:9). Rashi comments:
“Then you shall call...” — Above [in the proceeding verse] it says, “When you see a
person unclothed and you cover them up...”, this refers to the poor person in a time of
need, [and when the verse says], ‘Do not ignore your own flesh;’ this refers to loving
one’s neighbors, who are like one’s relatives [i.e., one’s “flesh”] and [also refers] to one
who draws close their relatives and to one who helps marry [off] his sister's daughter.”

If the Sages teach us in explanation of the verse, that a person’s neighbours are
considered in the category of one’s relatives, about whom it is said, “Do not ignore your
own flesh” (Isaiah 58:7), to the extent that it [i.e., the verse] obligates us to “love our
neighbours,” and if we additionally learn from this verse that a person needs to draw
close one’s relatives and love them, [and further, the Sages teaching drawing from the
verse concludes] with the exaggerated praise placed upon one who [helps to] marry [off]
one’s sister’'s daughter because of the wonderous affection one has for her, if so, we
must learn and come to appreciate from this, that one’s own self is surely not excluded
from inclusion in [the verse’s reference to] “your flesh” about which it is said “Do not
ignore your own flesh;” and [even] a person’s soul, which would not [literally] be
included in “your flesh,” but is it not the essence of the spirit and the flesh together?
[Thus,] Heaven forbid that a person hide from their [responsibility towards their] self and
from loving their self. And surely upon this love [of self] must we apply the
[aforementioned] promise from the mouth of the Holy Blessed One through His prophet,
‘Then you shall call, and the Lord will answer; you shall cry and God will say: “Here |

am.

And from here we must rouse ourselves to know the true outlook, according to [an
accurate] understanding of a Torah perspective according to Torah thought on the
matter of self-love, because there is a great mistake found among the masses who think
that this concept of [self-love] is a deplorable trait. This error is rooted in the hearts of
the nation [i.e., the masses of the nation], because they are drawn after a non-Jewish
understanding [of self-love]. [In this foreign view], the “self’ refers only to one’s most
coarse physical desire. This [form of loving one’s self] is indeed an extremely evil trait

1 Translated by Alan Morinis and Avi Fertig.
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that [has the potential to] remove a person from the world.? But Israel, a nation of holy
ones, who sanctify themselves and their souls, their spirits and their souls with the
holiness of the Torah and the commandments and who sanctify the name of the
Blessed One in the world, is it not certain that they are to love themselves in true and
constant love with no evasion whatsoever. And from the force of this love one [must]
always be bestowing kindness to the soul and distancing from it the baser desires that
are destructive to [everything from] the soul to the flesh. [Indeed,] one must protect the
body — the ‘clothing’ of the soul, as it is said, “And you shall guard yourselves very well”
(Deuteronomy 4:15), as in how we find regarding Hillel the Elder who said on himself, “A
person of kindness is kind to themself’ (Proverbs 11:17) when going to feast to one’s
heart’s desire and [when going] to wash one’s body, as is brought in the Midrash
(Leviticus Rabbah, chapter 34).

When a person becomes aware of and engages in developing this force of true self-
love, they will surely ascend to loving their fellows and relatives, and fulfil the divine
directive of “and you shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18). This
means to say, that just as a person loves themself with a positive love, emanating from
an awareness of the greatness of the soul, and by understanding the depths of the
responsibility one has towards their soul and to their body that serves as a tool and a
helper [for the soul], so in this very measure must one love one’s fellow and be attentive
to support (lit., fix) their body and their soul, without any evasion whatsoever. And we
can learn from here a very great thing: that it is not the intention of the verse in saying,
“and you shall love your neighbor as yourself’ to command a person to behave toward
one’s fellow with behavior that the Torah forbids one to behave in relation to oneself;
that is, we would be directed to love our fellow as you would have loved yourself had it
not been forbidden to you. This is not the [correct] interpretation of the verse; rather, the
contrary: loving the self is obligatory, because the “self’ of a Jew [in Jewish thought] is
not [referring to] the force of [base] desire, God forbid, but rather it is the force of the
supernal soul and the body that guards it. Indeed, the Torah is commanding in this that
just as you are obligated to love yourself with this true love, thus are you obligated to
love your fellow. “Like yourself” — in its literal reading [and meaning]. And regarding the
obligation of positive self-love, we can learn from what Rabbi Akiva taught (Bava Metzia
62a): “And your brother shall live with you” (Leviticus 25:36) — your life takes
precedence over the life of the other.” From here we discern that even self-love is an
obligation from the Torah, and the Torah did not command loving one’s fellow more
than it obligated a person to love oneself; rather, the opposite — your life takes
precedence.

2 A reference to Pirkei Avot (4:28), “Rabbi Elazar HaKappar said, ‘Envy, lust and [pursuit of] honor
remove a person from the world.”
2
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Study questions:

1. The Torah is understood to refer to people to whom you are closely related as
“your flesh.” Rabbi Sher argues that this category (of “your flesh”) must obviously
include yourself as well. Do you see this as a self-evident truth, or something that
has to be parsed out from the Torah as Rabbi Sher does?

2. He argues that “self-love” is held to be a negative trait by the masses because it
is equated to physical self-indulgence. Do you see that to be true in the general
culture in which we live? Can you give examples?

3. How is it “kindness to the soul” to “distance [it] from it the baser desires that are

destructive to [everything from] the soul to the flesh?” How are base desires

destructive to the soul?

What form does healthy self-love take?

Does his argument give you new insight into the famous verse, “And you shall

love your neighbor as yourself?” How so?
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