Chesed- The Essence of Judaism
Daniel Rothner, YIOT Shavuot, June 13,2024/ 7 Sivan 5784

Thesis

We do not really fully understand chesed. We often treat chesed as “a nice thing to do”
and fail to comprehend that it is commanded and obligated just like any other mitzvah.
There is much written about articulating the importance of chesed and explaining how it
should be done and we therefore should give that the attention it deserves like we would
any other aspect of Torah or halacha.

Chesed As a Central Topic in Tanach

» What theme(s) emerge from these examples and in other places in Tanach that mention
chesed?

» What can we learn from these pesukim about the importance and centrality of chesed?
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Vayikra 19:18: Do not take revenge nor bear a grudge against the children of your people. You
must love your neighbor as [you love] yourself. | am Hashem.
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Micah 6:8: Mortal! He told you what is good and what Hashem demands of you- nothing more
than to act justly, love kindness, and walk modestly with your God.
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Yirmiyahu 9:23: Rather, let those who wish to glory in knowing and understanding Me, for I am

Hashem, who acts kindly, justly, and righteously on earth. It is these things that please Me, says
Hashem.

N 2109 9 P9 YW
MIZINT NP TH NI SNV NINPD NPT WY 0IYN 1PV N N 1D
Yeshayahu 56:1: Hashem says, “Do what is just observe what is right, for My salvation will
arrive soon and My victory will be revealed.”
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Mishlei 3:17: Her ways [the Torah] are ways of pleasantness and all her paths are peace.
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Zechariah 7:9-10: This is what Hashem said: Render true justice; be kind and merciful to one
another. Do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the convert or the poor and do not plot evil in the
hearts against one another.
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Chesed As a Central Topic in Gemara

» What theme(s) emerge from these examples and in other places in the Gemara that
mention chesed?

» What can we learn from these excerpts about the importance and centrality of chesed?
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Yevamot 79a: David said: There are three distinguishing marks of this nation, the Jewish
people. They are merciful, they are shameful and they perform acts of kindness.
They are merciful, as it is written: “And He will give you mercy, and have mercy upon
you and multiply you” (Deuteronomy 13:18); not only will God have mercy upon you,
but He will bestow the attribute of mercy upon you. They are shameful, as it is written:
“And that His fear shall be upon your faces” (Exodus 20:17), and the fear that is on one’s
face is his shame. They perform acts of kindness, as it is written: “For | have known him,
to the end that he may command his children and his household after him, that they may
keep the way of the Lord, to practice righteousness and justice” (Genesis 18:19), i.e., to
perform acts of kindness. Whoever has these three distinguishing marks is fit to cleave to
this nation. Those who lack these qualities, however, are unfit to be part of the Jewish
people.
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Succa 49b: And this is what Rabbi Elazar said: What is the meaning of that which is
written: “It has been told you, O man, what is good, and what the Lord does require of
you; only to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God” (Micah
6:8)? “To do justly”; this is justice. “To love mercy”; this is acts of kindness. “To walk
humbly with your God”; this is referring to taking the indigent dead out for burial and
accompanying a poor bride to her wedding canopy, both of which must be performed
without fanfare. The Gemara summarizes: And are these matters not inferred a fortiori?
If, with regard to matters that tend to be conducted in public, as the multitudes participate
in funerals and weddings, the Torah says: Walk humbly, then in matters that tend to be
conducted in private, e.g., giving charity and studying Torah, all the more so should they
be conducted privately.
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Succa 49b: The Sages taught that acts of kindness are superior to charity in three
respects: Charity can be performed only with one’s money, while acts of kindness can be
performed both with his person and with his money. Charity is given to the poor, while
acts of kindness are performed both for the poor and for the rich. Charity is given to the

© 2024 Areyvut ¢ Reproduce and use with permission ¢ (201) 244-6702 ¢ www.areyvut.org



living, while acts of kindness are performed both for the living and for the dead.
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Shabbat 31a: There was another incident involving one gentile who came before
Shammai and said to Shammai: Convert me on condition that you teach me the entire
Torah while I am standing on one foot. Shammai pushed him away with the builder’s
cubit in his hand. The same gentile came before Hillel. He converted him and said to him:
That which is hateful to you do not do to another; that is the entire Torah, and the
rest is its interpretation. Go study.
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Shabbat 31a: Rava said: After departing from this world, when a person is brought to
judgment for the life he lived in this world, they say to him: Did you conduct business
faithfully? Did you designate times for Torah study? Did you engage in procreation? Did
you await salvation?
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Shabbat 127a: Rav Yehuda bar Sheila said that Rabbi Asi said that Rabbi Yochanan
said: There are six matters a person enjoys the profits of in this world, and nevertheless
the principal exists for him for the World-to-Come, and they are: Hospitality toward
guests, and visiting the sick, and consideration during prayer, and rising early to the
study hall, and one who raises his sons to engage in Torah study, and one who
judges another favorably, giving him the benefit of the doubt.
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Sota 14a: He explains: Rather, the meaning is that one should follow the attributes of
the Holy One, Blessed be He. He provides several examples. Just as He clothes the
naked, as it is written: “And the Lord God made for Adam and for his wife garments of
skin, and clothed them” (Genesis 3:21), so too, should you clothe the naked. Just as the
Holy One, Blessed be He, visits the sick, as it is written with regard to God’s appearing
to Abraham following his circumcision: “And the Lord appeared unto him by the
terebinths of Mamre” (Genesis 18:1), so too, should you visit the sick. Just as the Holy
One, Blessed be He, consoles mourners, as it is written: “And it came to pass after the
death of Abraham, that God blessed Isaac his son” (Genesis 25:11), so too, should you
console mourners. Just as the Holy One, Blessed be He, buried the dead, as it is written:
“And he was buried in the valley in the land of Moab” (Deuteronomy 34:6), so too,
should you bury the dead.
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