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Introduction 

::rJ'N't ,~:;n 1;:~~ ,~:;n 'J'.t:i7 ,~;1 'J~~-,~ i'J° i'7 n~ ~:;i;:i~1 
"you slmll lovc Admwi your God with all your heart. all your soul. and all your might." 

Every <lay. Jews around the world utt~r these words aflirming the commandment 

to love God. They arc remarkable words. To love God'? What docs this C\'Cn mean? I 

can barely put into words what it means to love another human being. a li\'ing, breathing 

person with whom I ha\'C a relationship. But what docs it mean to love God. a being that 

I can"t sec. touch. or hear. at least not in a way that makes sense'! What kind of 

relationship could this be'? 

The purpose of this thesis is to develop an understanding of the commandment to 

love God from within the Jewish tradition. I low docs one understand love of God from 

the perspective of the Bible, the midrnshic and Talmudic liternturc. as well as later 

medieval philosophers and lwlukhists? What can the tradition teach us modems about 

love of God in the 21 st century? Docs it still have value. not just for the purposes of 

study. but also from the perspective of our behavior'? 

Beginning in chapter one. we will examine love of God from the perspective of 

the Bible. comparing the use of the tem1 "h,ll' to Near Eastern treaties. Chapter two will 

explore the theme of love of God through action, mainly by examining Talmudic and 

midrashic sources. The concept of love of God through death will be addressed in 

chapter three. with great emphasis on the narrative account of Rabbi Akiba ·s martyrdom 

in addition to other medieval material from both the Sephardic and Ashkenazic \Vorlds. 

In chapter four, the thesis will head in a slightly different direction; rather than examine 

specific themes as found in the sources, I will take a more direct approach to the study of 

specific thinkers on the subject oflove of God. The chapter will examine the work of 
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Maimonides in his two masterpieces - the ,\li.~lmeh Torah and the Guide ofthe 

Pe17,lexed. Bahya Ibn Pakuda and his work. Horot Hal.eml'OI, will be compared to the 

writings of lwsidei Ashkena= in chapter lh'c. In chapter six. I take a more rcflccti\'e 

approach, presenting an argument for how a liberal Jew can both understand and perhaps. 

live out the commandment to love God. 

I chose to examine a specific \'Crb - altm· - and a specific scriptural text -

Deuteronomy 6:5, since this is the proof text for the commandment to love God. as I wil1 

demonstrate. I did not look at other words for lo\'e, such as de1·ek111. cleaving. nor did I 

examine Shir Hashirim. the biblical book that the classical rabbis interpreted as an 

allegory for the love between God and the Jewish people. I also limited the discussion to 

specific time-periods. not wanting to venture beyond the late-medieval period. There is 

much rich material to speak of among the kabbalists, both in the zoharic circle and those 

residing in T=.fat. Further research must be done into their writings. I also did not 

examine this theme in the works of the Baal Shem T ov and his circle of Hasidic disciples. 

In addition. there arc a number of themes that arc intimately connected with love 

of God in the tradition that arc also beyond our scope. They include fear of God and 

reward and punishment. 

We tum now to lo\·e of God as prcsentcd in the biblical text. 
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Chapter One: Love of God in the Bible 

The obligation to lo\'c God is taken from Deuteronomy 6:5: 

You shall love Adonai your God with all your hcm1. with all your soul and with all your 
might. 

These words have found their way into Jewish liturgy. recited each day in both 

the moming and the c\'ening scr\'icc. There is also a tradition of reciting the Sh 'ma at 

bedtime. The Biblical tc.xt is clear - one should lo,·e God with all of one's being. But 

hO\v is this possible'? This chapter ,viii examine the concept of love of God from the 

perspective of the Bible. taking into account arguments presented by both Christian and 

Jewish scholars. It ,viii demonstrate that Ion! of God means to follow God's 

commandments. To lo\'c God means to swear loyalty to the Sovereign and serve His 

will. In addition, we examine the thinking of a Christian scholar who argues that the love 

of God through servitude must include a necessary emotional response. 

What did it mean to love God in Biblical times? What can we learn about the 

word ··tove .. - ulwruh-- from other ancient Near Eastern sources? 

I should note that Ion! of God in the Bible is a vast subject: it could have been the 

sole topic of this thesis. However. I ha\'e chosen to take a narrow und deep approach, 

focusing solely on the use of the root ahm·. I was more interested in examining love as a 

commandment, and it is for this rationale I am focusing on the word ahm·. This study will 

not examine the metaphors and allegories of lo\'e of God found in the scriptural text, 

most prominent among them the Song of Songs and the prophet Hosea. 

Love of God in the Bible is clearly a Deuteronomic concept. Although the word 

"love" appears in other books of the Bible, it is most prominent in the book of 
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Deuteronomy. A careful consideration of all the instances when some fonn of the word 

aha,· is used leads to the conclusion that to lo\'C God means to follow and obey God's 

commandments. The following urc just a few examples of this theme as they appear in 

the Biblical 11:xt: 

LO\'C the Lord your God. and always keep I lis charge. I lis laws. I lis rules, and I Iis 
commandmcnts. 1 ( Dcut. 11: I) 

1':Ji1 ?:J':l l1i:.,·7 ,-;, ',)l i?1 ji• r,),l ;"j~,-:., CJ~ ':l ""~:.i·~ ,~ · ::,.• ,,;'i -,~ iii' ii, ;,~ ,~,~~ • ., ;,r-i~, 
• -, 1 • .,.. "/! ~ ,.I y \,l I T I I \:' T I • I • • ,I T • " " ,.I ,. \~ I T I I f' " • y • • " I n~, i'J°i'; r,;i~ n~ ,~~-7 :Ji;/~J ,~~~ 1~~7,~:\l J·t,~ i'l' ii; nij 1·:J~71 in'K :i;n~7:i 

:17 :Jit7 t:Ji:.;:i :n~~ ''.?. J~ ,~·!$ ,,ti. r'D 

And now. 0 Israel. what docs the Lord your God demand of you'? Only this: to re\'crc 
the Lord your God. to walk only in His paths. to lo\'c I lim. and to serve the Lord your 
God will all your heart and soul. keeping the Lord"s commandments and laws, which I 
enjoin upon you today, for your good.(Deut. IO: 12-13) 

,:,?? 'ifr1 ,~;iw. ~7 iQi,;:q il"':l~:J ,~. ~- w~~:j '~0 t:l"0 ·,~o ~~:, 1,:-r '~ i?l' ii~ ":;) r;nn:1 
'J~~~ •:;i · J~ iii;''~ CJ"y~~·~::i I'll$' t:i•iPCT:J nt$i :"IJ¥~:J n~ ti':1~~-1,. :ii, ri7tt7 1"J;li¥?? >imi~< 

:CTlii.VV.? oi~:, 
T • - -

Know, therefore. that only the Lord your God is God. the steadfast God \Vho keeps His 
covenant faithfully to the thousandth generation of those who Love him and keep His 
commandments .... Therefore. observe faithfully the Instruction - the laws and rules -
with which I charge you today. (Dcut. 7:9, 11) 

To love God means to follow His laws and rules. which have been outlined in the Bible. 

As Btu Greenberg writes, "For a Jew to say. ·1 will' or 'I do' is as powerful a statement 

of love as it is to say the words, ·t love· or ·t bclic\'c."•:! 

1 JPS Hebrew.English Tmwkh, (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 2000). All 
English translations of biblical verses use the JPS. 
2 Btu Greenberg, '"Hear, 0 Israel: Law and Love in Deuteronomy," Preaching Bib/ice,/ 
Texts: Expositions by Jewish and Christian Scholars, edited by Fredrick C. Holmgren 
and Hennan E. Schaalman, (Grand Rapids, Ml: William B. Eerdmans, I 995), 153. 
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The Psalmist continucs this theme in Psalm 119. To love God also means to love 

I lis Torah und commandments: 

I will delight in Your comtmm<lmcnts, which I love: I study your laws. (Ps. 119:48-48) 

I hate and abhor falsehood: I lo\'c vour tcuchinu. 
~ -

I praise you se,·cn times each day for Your just rules. 
Those who love Your teaching enjoy well-being: 
They encounter no adversity. ( Ps. 119: 163-165) 

What else docs the Biblical text teach us about lo\'C of God'? It is clear that love 

of God will result in a reward. The most famous \'crse is taken from Deuteronomy. 

chapter 11, which has found its way into the liturgy surrounding the Sh 'ma: 

t:l~,0. 1,~ jiJ' ii; IH$ ;,~i.1~7 □i 110 O~T,1~ ;'ij~~ ":;l. JI$ ,~•~ "lJi+?;) 1?ij ~lnrif l:1 31. ~~ tl~ ;i:01 
1;n l;l~Q1$J ~iiv7~~ :i:,;, in~~ o;+-:i~ it;~ ,r:i1J~1 :c~,;,.~J ,~~~ o~:;1;17 ,~~ ;,:;it?~ 

:t,¥~t;:11;17~~, 'JJ'.;l~:,:i~ 17W~ :it;-·:; ~r;u:i;7 :'J"JO¥:, 'Ji?f ,.,m 
If. then, you obey the commandments that I enjoin upon you this day, loving the Lord 
your God and serving Him with all your heart and soul, I will grant the rain for your land 
in season. the early rain and the late. You shall gather in your new grain and wine and 
oil. I will also provide grass in the fields for your cattle. and thus you shall eat your fill. 
(Dcut. 11:13-15) 

The consequence of loving God by obeying the commandments is God ·s protection and 

care. In this example. God will provide the rain for the fields and grass for the cattle. 

l-10\vevcr, should one be lead astray from loving God, the punishment will be severe: 

0~7;1~J ::i7~:l; ntt lJ::lD K.' :,~7~;:i, it;~ ;i;;;t: K. 'J 0:~14';:J r,~ 1¥:Ji C~;l Pl. ii; 17~ :,'JO) 
:1:q7 m · :i iiJ · v: -,~-~ :i:;1 · ~;:i r''Jl-$;J ,:;~ :-r~;::i~ 

For the Lord's anger wHI flare up against you, and He will shut up the skies so that there 
will be no rain and the ground will not yield its produce; and you will soon perish from 
the good land that the Lord is assigning you. (Dcut. 11: 17) 
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The Biblical author clearly paints love of God as an advantageous act for the 

follower. A little further in chapter 11. God promises to remove the nut ions of th!.! land 

from before the Israelites in return for their devotion: 

il~ :i~Q~7 ;ii:,. tt~? O~i;'l~ :i~~;; •:;1 · ~~ i~;~ ilK. ·i;J :iJ;i~;J 7~ m~ Tli;,;t;iT;l i. ~'Ji CJ~ •:;, 

o~•~~1'~ :i7~~ O;i;;:J ?~ il~ i'l. i?; :.:i•,-:,i:i' : i::i ;'ii(~77~ 1•~:,7 '?~~ r,~77 o~•:J. ?~ Pl. P7 
,~7~:J 1~ ;'j:::i: 0~7 i:J 0~7r., :i~ -:1"171;i 7i;,;~ oip?;;:i 7f :cq~ i:r~~~J 0•7·1; O;i~ o~:.;,··:r1 

:0~7~; ;'j:;;i: jiitJ~v o::J ,~/ n:,:;i iij~ i:j~;J 1~ 11J:;i~01 

It: then. you faithfully keep all this Instruction that I command you, loving the Lord your 
God. walking in all His ways. and holding fast to I lim. the Lord will dislodge before you 
all these nations: you will dispossess nations grentcr and more numerous than you. 
Every spot on which your foot treads shall be yours: your territory shall extend from the 
wilderness to the Lebanon and from the River - the Euphrates - to the Westem Sea. 
( Dcut. I I :22-24) 

The ultimate blessing of loving God and follo\',ing If is commandments is Ii fe: 

":;> i:1 ;-,~:;i77~ ;::,p:;i t~W71.,;:i·,t$ i'l° i'; n~ ;'j;ri~7 :1i-:in ;'iI;i~ ;'i:i;ir;, 1~·~7 c~~D~ 1;1-;,D~~ 
::1 · i'~~7~ i'O~f7 00:,;~7 :ri::i · ::1~7 i') · v; li~ti;,1; ,~·ti ;'i~7~;:i ,~ n~t;f, 1"~: 1:, · ~, :t:o K1:i 

:c;:i7 ni:,7 

Choose life - if you and your offspring would live - by loving the Lord your God, 
heeding his commands and holding fost to Him. For thereby you shall have life and shall 
long endure upon the soil that the Lord swore to your ancestors. Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob, to give to them. ( Dcut. 30: 19-20) 

But the decision to worship another god will lead to death and destruction for the Israelite 

people. In fact. the Torah makes it quite clear that love is a sign of loyalty and obedience 

to the one God. One cannot love God and follow other deities: 

.,~ oi~:J c~7 ·r;,7;;J:c1)7:;i~1 c"~O~ tr:, ·,Kj I?jtiJ'.:lt;.,"::q i;,i,·~m li~y·r, K'?J 1:;l~7 ;'j;~: c~1 
::ir;,w-:,7 :i~iV tf:17 iT)~;J ms ,;i·li :-ii)~-,~;~ ;,~7~;:i ?;] 0"?;): P""J~lJ ~f7 j~1.;tK'.i-11::ll$ 

But if your heart turns away and you give no heed, and arc lured into the worship and 
service of other gods, I declare to you this day that you shall certainly perish; you shall 
not long endure on the soil that you arc crossing the Jordan to enter and possess. ( Deut. 
30: 17-18) 
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In an earlier passage. taken from Deuteronomy 13. God warns the Israelites not to follow 

aflcr false prophets. claiming that I le is testing the Israelites in their lo\'c for Admwi: 

i~:i ii{/~ l"l~i~;:q ni~:J K~tn~i~ ii'\ ni~ 'J'?~ W;J Oi7q 07,. n iK K~:;l~ 'J~':li?~ t:nv: ,~ 
K,:;l~;J 'J:;lJ .,~ il~y1i:1 K'? :oJ:;1~·~1 l:HJ¥1; ~-, ,:~-~ □ ,-:,ij~ t:r;j"?ij ,'Jti~ :ii?~ i'r.K7. 1,7~ 

r,~ c,:;l::J · K o~t;..'~;:; m;-17 □~i:,~ c~,0 ·,~ i'J · p; :i~J'? ,+' X~ii;J ci,q;; 07in ,~ ix x~:,;; 
n1$1 ~KTl'.1 ;r,·xJ :i:i7.ti o~,v·,~ vf v; ,:,q~ :c:i~~{i~J ,~~~ o~=t;l7 ,~~ o;r;:j'?~ vl°i'; 

:jiv~7l'.1 tl, ,,. ::i~o in· NJ ~::?;i;,'l'.l ;, · v:;n ~, -~~'i:l ,,i;i;;~ 

If there appears among you a prophet or a drcam-di\'iner and he gives you a sign or a 
portent. saying "Let us follow and worship another god" - whom you ha\'e not 
experienced - e\'Cll if the sign or portent that he named to you comes true. do not heed 
the words of that prophet or that dream diviner. for the Lord your God is testing you to 
sec whl!thcr you really love the Lord your God will all your heart and soul. follo,v none 
but the Lord your God, and rcwre none but l-lim: obscr\'c I lis commandments alone, and 
heed only His orders: worship none but llim, and hold fast to Him. (Deut. 13:2-5) 

To love God is to swear an oath ofloyalty to the Sovereign of the universe. 

In the language of the Bible, Abraham is the only character that is referred to as 

God's "lover·· - oha\'i. The text comes from Isaiah 41 :8: 

~,:;i~ ,~,w: ;'i~~/ 
:~:;i~ · ~ c;;i:,:;i~ !iJ! ·rr:i-:,iJ~ ,w~ :i. v~~ 

But you, Israel, My servant, Jacob, whom I ha\'c chosen. Seed of Abraham My friend 

The JPS translates the word olwl'i as friend. Howc\'er, the Torah does not 

elaborate on the meaning of "u/un-." It docs not unswcr the question why it considers 

Abraham the "lover" of God. As we shall sec in the next few chapters, the task of 

interpreting this is left to the early rabbis and later medieval Jewish philosophers. 

Abraham becomes the biblical model par excellence for loving God .. with all one's heart, 

soul and might." 

William Moran in his seminal article "The Ancient Near Eastern Background of 

the Love of God in Deuteronomy," published in 1963, argues that love of God in the 



Bible was a commanded love in the fom1 of a covenant between God and the Jewish 

people: 

Love in Deuteronomy is a love that cm1 be commanded. It is also u love 
intimntely rdatcd to fear and reverence. Abo\'C ull, it is a Ion~ which must be 
expressed in loyalty. in scr\"icc. and in unqualified obedience to the demands of 
the Law. For to lo\'e God is. in answer to a unique claim. to be loyul to him, to 
walk in his ways, to keep his comnmndmcnts. to do them. to heed them or his 
voice. to serve him. It is. in brict: a love defined by m1d pledged in the covenant -
a covcnuntul love.~ 

Mornn is concerned with two questions. The first is whether there were other 

examples of co\'cnantal lovc in the ancknt Near East and if so. do they have an impact on 

the love described in the book of Deuteronomy. 

Through his studies of extra-biblical sources from the I 8th to the seventh centuries 

BC, he argues that the ··the tcm1 love [is] used to describe the loyalty and friendship 

joining independent kings. so\'creign and \'assn!, king and subjcct.''4 Love is the 

language of international relations: subjects arc ordered to love their sovereign. Quoting 

a letter sent to the king of Mari. Yasrna · -Addu. a servant defines himself as ra 'imka, "the 

one who loves you ... This sounds like a form of "rui'u··. as in·•,. 'aharata /'rai 'aklw 

kamokha," taken from Leviticus 19. I-le points to further examples of the use of the term 

"love·· in treaties established between the Pharaohs and their \'assals. as well as materials 

from the Assyrian sphere of influence. 

Moran also points to biblical examples of how the word .. love" connotes loyalty 

established between neighboring kingdoms. In I Kings 5. it is used to describe the 

relationship between King Hiram of Tyre and King David: 

3 William L. Moran, "The Ancient Near Eastern Background of the Love of God in 
Deuteronomy," Catholic Bihlical Qucwter(,·. 25 ( 1963): 78. 

4 Ibid. 
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':;i ~:,,:;1~ rliJtl 'J7~7 :in:.;,·~ in· K ':;i ':l'f;V,' ·:;i ;, · ~ ·,~· ,~ 1''J'.;l~ n~ iii 17~ i:r:,·i:, n7:v·~1 
:c,~:0 7~ 1r:r7 c:ri:i ;,z;:i ::1::,·~ 

King llirnm of Tyri: sent his oflicials to Solomon when he heard that he had been 
anointed king in place of his father: for llirnm had always be-en a friend of David. ( I 
Kings 5: 15) 

Like we saw in Isaiah. chapter 21. the JPS trnnsiutcs oher us friend. But here, lo\'c 

describes the relationship betm~cn D.1dd and H irum. It is in the context of a treaty, a 

co\'cnant between the two partners. In \'Crsc .:?6. we read that Hiram and Solomon 

established a treaty with each other. This makes some sense. as Hiram and Da\'id \\·ere 

already united in a treaty, bused on the c-videncc from 2 Smnucl 5: 11. 

Moran concludes that that C\'idcncc exists of covcnantal love in the world of the 

ancient near cast: 

... we may affirm, on the basis of biblical and extra-biblical evidence, the 
existence of a conception of a profane love analogous to the love of God in 
Deuteronomy. This profane lo,·e is also one that can be commanded, and it is a 
love too that may be defined in tem,s of loyalty. service and obedience. It is, like 
the love of God in Deuteronomy, a covenantal love.5 

Moran also claims that the language of Deuteronomy has likely been influenced 

by surrounding cultures. Quoting from an Assyrian document. he compares its similarity 

to a passage in Deuteronomy 28. The Assyrian text reads: ··~,tay they make your ground 

(hard) like iron so that none of you may flourish. Just as rain docs not fall from a hra=en 

heaven, so may rain and dew not come upon your fields ...... (, lie translates Deuteronomy 

28:23 as follows: .. The sky over your heads will become like hmn=e and the earth under 

your feet like iron." Moran's conclusion is that the concept of love demonstrated in 

ancient covenantal treaties between kings and their subjects sheds light on how we should 

5 Ibid., 81-82. 
6 Ibid., 83. Emphasis is in the original. 
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understand the love of God as presented in Deuteronomy. Love of God is a sign of 

obedience to I lis will and a commitment to I lis conmu.mdmcnts. 

facquclinl.! Lapsley. writing 40 ycurs later in the sumc joumal. responds to 

Moran's nrgumcnts about love. She criticizes him, and othi.!rs, for remaining silent on the 

role emotions may play in the lo,·c depicted in Deuteronomy. While she agrees that the 

cownantal Ion! between God and the Israelites is one defined by action, too little 

attention. she argues. has been paid to whether deeds should be accompanied by a 

requisite feeling of love towards the Deity. She writes: 

Implied in Moran's argumcnt. .. is the conYiction that lo\'C docs not entail a 
particular emotional response to the deity. The people's love for God docs not 
involve their affect in any signi ti cant way .... the scholarly emphasis on dutiful 
action has remained consistent. and in tcnns of the ethics of Deuteronomy this 
concern for action has been deemed sufficient. On this view. onc·s emotional life 
is irrelevant for ethics. because what counts is whether one fulfills one's duty by 
obeying the cotmnandmcnts.''7 

Arguing against Moran. she claims that " ... the divine command in Deuteronomy that the 

people 'love· God involves human emotions in a significant way and is not simply 

constituted by actions borne of obedience:·11 Lapsley wishes to prove that emotions play 

a role in ethics: 

Actions dc\'oi<l of feelings of lo\'e, C\'Cll those that fulfill the commandments, are 
morally suspect. The biblical clue for this appears in God's relationship with 
Israel. God's love for Israel is not expressed solely in action but in the divine 
emotional response to Israel. Somehow, God's love for Israel is born out of a 
feeling, and that feeling has moral weight and relates in a significant way to the 
actions God takes on Israel's behalf (Dcut 7:8) .... 'righf - emotional responses 
are, in fact, necessary for right moral thinking.9 

7 Jacqueline E. Lapsley, "Feeling Our Way: Love for God in Dcuteronomy,''Cat/10/ic 
Biblical Quurter(v. 65.3 (2003), 350-351. 
8 Ibid., 354-355. 
9 Ibid., 368. 
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Lapsley argues that lo\'c of God must include obedience to God through actions 

accompanied by the necessary emotional response of loving the Deity. She claims that 

the language of lo,·c as used in the biblical text to connote this notion of loyalty and 

servitude is taken from family life. ·· ... un<l that its emotional connotation in that context 

is transferred to the political context in the borrowing. Consequently. one cannot assume 

that the language of love in Deuteronomy has been dccisin:ly stripped of its emotional 

connotations ... :· 111 She concludes: 

If it can be shown that love for God in Deuteronomy is not limited to obedience or 
to an emotionless version of loyulty but. in fact. has emotion as u constitutive 
clement. then it follows ... tlmt the emotionally loving response to the deity is not 
an irrelevant footnote to obedience to the la,v. but is fundamental to a proper 
relationship with God. 11 

Similar lo Lapsley. Jeffrey Tigay argues that love of God includes passion and desire in 

addition to actions: .. The command to love God may accordingly be understood as 

requiring one to ac1 lovingly and loyally toward Him."" 12 He adds that the Torah holds 

that attitudes can be properly cultivated through the performance of ritual and mit::mt; it 

is possible to command lo\'e in the eyes of the Torah. 

Blu Greenberg. a modem Orthodox author. also argues that love of God is 

established in a covenant between God und the Jewish people. It is a relationship enacted 

by fulfilling the commandments. In this regard. she is very similar to Moran. But, she 

argues, .. it is a covenant of love and of law. not of political fidelities .... It is based on a 

mutual love. The co\'enant is the fruit of lo\'c, the expression oftovc and not its 

10 Ibid., 355. 
11 Ibid. 369. 
12 Jeffrey l-1. Tigay, Deuteronomy: The Tradirio11a/ Hebrew Text with the New JPS 
Translation (Philadelphia: JPS, 1996) 77. 
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replacement or altcrnati\'c:· 13 In this regard. Greenberg argues difTcrcntly than Moran. 

Although the co\'enant must include action. it is equally expressed with feelings of 

<.lt.:\'otion and loYe. The Co\'enant is the product of a relationship already ddine<l by 

lo\'ing feelings towards one another. 

In this chapter. we ha,c seen two contrasting positions regarding love of God in 

the Bible. One position. hdd by Moran. is that Ion: should be understood as an 

obligation. We arc commanded to lo,e God and we do so by obeying His will and 

following His mit;mr. Lapsley presented n second \'iewpoint. She argued that lo\'C of 

God must necessarily include an emotional component in addition to behavior. Blu 

Greenberg emphasized the need to sec lo\'c of God in the context of a CO\'Cnant with God. 

Yet all three ha\'c a common thrcad- lo\'c of God. from the pcrspccti\'C of the Bible. 

docs in\'olvc some degree of action. It is upon this note that we head into chapter two, as 

the rabbis of the early centuries of the Common Era pick up on this theme. 

13 Greenberg ... Hear, 0 Israel : Law and Love in Deuteronomy," 150. 
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Chapter Two: Love of God through Action 

As demonstrated by the previous chapter, the biblical tradition treats IO\'C of God 

us a commandment we must fulfill. It is not merdy something we foci but something we 

must do. The early mbbis ugrccJ. They claimed tlrnt love is an act, not an emotion. As 

this chapter will argue. love of God through action has many forms. It includes the study 

of Torah and how study affects our beha\'ior. We must live our li\'cs in such as way -

honestly. with kindness - that we turn others into lovers of God. But our good bchaYior 

must also be accompanied by our study of God·s words. As we shall sec, particular 

emphasis is placed on the study of the Oral LU\v, Those who deeply love God must 

commit themscl\'cs to the study of Talmud. This chapter will also show how love of God 

includes the donation of money as well as the practice of prayer. Various midmshim and 

sugyot from the Talmud Ba\'li will be examined, with some comparison of the different 

sources. 

This emphasis on action should not be surprising. In Jewish tradition. there is an 

overall Jewish preference for obedience to religious law rather than "feelings." This 

preference explains the creation of th!! lwlukhi" system and the de,·clopmcnt of law codes 

that stipulated the specific commandments one must obey. 

But this <lri,·c toward action may not only be due to the lwlakhic nature of 

rabbinic Judaism. It is also due to the fact that loving God the way we lo\'c other human 

beings is extremely difficult. if not impossible. All the things that cause us to love 

another person are absent in our relationship with God. But yet, the love of God appears 

to be a commandment. As we shall sec in chapter 4, Maimonides lists it as the third of 
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248 positive commandments. The rabbis "legally activate·· the com1mmdmcnt to love of 

God with the concrete actions this chapter will describe. 

One of the ways the rabbis interpret Ion! of God through action is by Toruh study. 

At first glance, it might sccm that the study of Torah is the opposite of action. Study 

implies sitting. reading. understanding. almost a lack of mo\'emcnt. Yet study belongs 

under the rubric of action for two vt:ry important reasons. One relates to a teaching 

offered in Talmud 8C11'1i Kiddushin 40h: 

Rabbi Tarfon and some ciders were reclining in un upper chamber in the house of 
Nitza in Lod when this question came up: \Vhich is greater. study or action? 
Rabbi Tarfon answered and said: action is greater. Rabbi Akiba said: study is 
greater. The others responded and said: study is greater because it leads to action. 

The whole tenor of Jewish tradition has been that if study docs not lead to practice, then 

the study will have been in vain. When the Jews accepted the co\'cnant from God, they 

said '"na ·aselt \' 'nishma/1"' - we will do and we will hear. Study is intended to lead us to 

act. In addition, although study may appear to be passi\'e, it requires active examination 

on the part of the mind that inYolvcs reaching conclusions and new understandings: a 

student of the tradition is not meant to serve as a submissive receptacle of earlier 

material. Maimonides will also emphasize this. as we will demonstrate in chapter 4. 

The second reason study should be viewed as action will become obvious as we 

look at the selected texts on study. The included passages prove that the study of Torah 

divorced from acceptable practice and behavior is ruinous to fulfilling the commandment 

of love of God. At the same time, being a good person acting without the benefit of 

Jewish learning is equally hannful to establishing love of God. 

The following .rngya from Talmud Ba\'li ,\laseklwr Nedarim 62a demonstrates that 

love of God is the appropriate motivator for studying Torah: 
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K1jiN :C1N ir.K, K7v· - ,::i ;1ji::J171171ji:::! !i1~i.:h T;"17K ';, nK ;'i::!:iN? +7 ,:r,:n+ :K,m 
=,101 ;,::i;,K~ 1~? K?K ,;,:r:;.••::1 ::li'K1 iiiT ;,•;iK:.:? 1J'.;;-'K , ,J-, "J1K1j?'~ iiJi:.-'K ,O:lii ,J1K1j;'":.:? 

+::. ,,un~+ :1~11'\1 • 7:17 m, 7:J o::in:i Tm!i:J~N 7li 01::i·v +r •7:.:;~+ :1r-NJiL' ,NJ? 11J:i;, 

.7t:-'1K~ ;'i,:m,n, ;,::3 c·p·m~, K";'i o•·n r1· +::. •7:.:,.•~+ :1t1K1 ,o!m •:i11 ;·r:i,1 

It was taught in a baraita: "To love Adonai your God. to listcn to llis mice, and hold fast 
to him" (Dcut. 30:20) so a man will not say: .. , will read Torah so they will call me wise, 
study Mishnah so they will call me rabbi, I will study so they can treat me like an elder 
and sit in the academy." Rather study nut of love. und in the end honor will come. as it 
says: "Bind them on your lingers: write them on thi: tabkts of your hcurt." (Pro\'erbs 7:3) 
and say "Her" ays arc paths of pleasantness:· ( Prnn:rbs 3: 17) and say "She is a tree of 
life to those who grasp her. and whoever holds on to her is happy." ( Proverbs 3: 18) 

This particular .mg_m, using a, erse from Deuteronomy, makes the argument that 

studying Torah should not be motivated by personal gain. Rather, study of Torah should 

be a consequence of lo\'ing God. Although there is a positi\'e result to study - the honor 

and respect accorded the person - this should not influence one's decision to learn. In 

addition, this excerpt highlights the importance of studying more than just the Biblical 

text, or the Written Torah. Loving God is also demonstrated through the study of Oral 

Torah. The significance of studying the oral tradition in addition to the Written Torah 

will emerge in additional texts we will examine. However, we should remember that for 

the Sages. both represented the word of God. Although delivered to the Israelites in 

different fon11s, they held equal weight. Moshe I I err argues in his article in the Ne\\' 

E,u.ydopedia Judah-a that the oral law is "'the authoritati vc interpretation of the Written 

La,v which was regarded as given to Moses on Sinai. The Written and Oral Laws 

constitute together ·two that arc one.'" I le later quotes from the Bu\'li, Tractate Gitt in 60b 

that "the Holy One made a covenant ,vith Israel only for the sake of that transmitted 

orally."14 

14 Moshe Herr, "Oral Law," E,uyc:lopedia Judaica. Eds. Michael Berenbaum and Fred 
Skolnik. 2nd ed. (Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 2007), 15: 454. 
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The phrase ;"l:J:i~~ ,~, is complicated. Docs this mean that love is the 

commandment and we fulfill the commandment by studying'! Or alternatively. is it 

teaching us that love is the motivating force behind Torah study'? In this light. love could 

be seen as an emotion. a mental state rather than an action. This tension bchn:cn lovc as 

something we do vcrsus something we feel. .1ppcars later in the works of Maimonides, 

and the Gennan-Jewish pictists of the I J'h century. Aller examining the material before 

us. we will address this theme in greater detail in the chapter dernted to Maimonides. 

A brief exccrpt from Talmud Barli .\las1?d1t!I Ket11hot 111 b broaches the notion of 

loving God through study. As this text demonstrates. if one is not able to demonstrate 

lo,·c of God through one's own intellectual acumen, support of Torah scholars is just as 

legitimate. The .rngyt1 is below: 

?:,J,::Jii-':J p::i,,, □1N, ,:.:i•:,~ ,::i, - ,::i :,p:i,,, 7,:,,~ ':, n~ :,:i:il'\, +'1? c:r,::11+ ,,,~,n :iJ:i~:i, ,o•~:,n ~,•7.,:,n, K•t~p,:, :,i·,;;:,i ,□:in ,•~,n, iri::i K•iV~:i 1,::, ,K,K 
. :,J,::ii·:i p:n~ ,,·K:, :nn:i:, ,•,11 :i,l1~ , ,,c:m~ □,i".)::in 

•·Loving Adonai your God. listening to His voice. holding fast to him:· (Deut 30:20) Is 
it possible for a person to cleave to the Shechinah'? Rather. whoever marries his daughter 
to a ta/mid chaclwm, and the one who takes care of business affairs for Torah scholars, or 
who benefits Torah scholars with his possessions. the Torah regards him as if he is 
cleaved to the Shechi,wh. 

The care shown to a ta/mid c:lwclwm is one way to d~monstratc our lo,·c of God. By 

marrying our daughters to these wise scholars or providing for their economic stability, 

we have strengthened the pursuit of Torah study in the world. Although the actor in this 

scenario is not engaged in study directly, he fulfills the command to love God by 

enabling others to study God's word. 

As we saw in Masec/,et Nedarim, study of Torah for its own sake, without the 

desire of a reward, is one way to demonstrate love of God. However, as we shall see in a 
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moment. study of Torah is only relevant in so far us it is attached to proper behavior. The 

following .rngya from Talmud B,11·/i >'oma 86a demonstrates: 

,7,, 7;; ::l:iKm~ r:r~t:l c:i:.:..· ~ji•:.:,• - 7";'i7N ':i 11!'\ n:::i:-iN, +, c·,::11+ ,N"Jn1:J :,~~N "":lN 

m,,::1;, ;-;~ .rw,::1:-i □ :.· rmJJ un~, 1i"\::m NTn ,o•~:,n •1·~,n ~·r.:i·~, ;,Ji::,,·, N71ii N:i"i!l 
'11~7 N7t:l n1"i:l7 C:i"i ·,i,:; .:iiin '11'::7:Z.' ,::i, ,-,:.:,.·i,:; ,:iiiil i1~7i:,' i":lN •;t:;i,:; - ,,7;i nii~iN 

,~,N ::mi:,;, ,·,:,; .,·::nm 1:np,n~ ;'i~J ,,•:,-,, o·i-::J :i~:J iN, - :iiin n~,i.il •Ji?::i ,;,,in 

-:;.·:i:~·~, m,~, Kiijl:;,.' -~ 7:JN . iK~nN 7:J ,~·N 7N.7':;,'" ;-inN •1::i:1 .,, i~N•i +i:~ i:i•!:t,"+ 

mii'.rn'\ n,,,::i;-i ;,~ ,m"i:J:i □~ nm::::i. ,,,::n rNi .0J,~N:J ,m1:, iKi·~ rNi o·~Jii .,,,n.,n 
,:iiill ,1~7~• i:li? ,, "iN ,:iiiil ,,~,~· i':JN? ,., "iN ,;-nm ,~,-::.· "Ji?:.)? ,., "'IN - r,~ 
,~,N :iin:,:i ,.,,;;, ! 1•:,11 j"i::,:i~ il~:i, ,·":,·:.·~ r,;;,,,p~ ;-,~:i 1Ki - ;'iiiil ,~,v •Ji,~ 

. ii"\~· ,~,N~i Ti1?N ';, m; u;'i, ,~N:::i +i? ?Nj?Tn"+ 

Abaye said: .. Like it was taught in a baruita. ·you shall love Adonai. your God.' (Deut. 
6:5) which means that the name of heawn becomes beloved through your hand, that one 
should read Torah. study Mishnah and ser\'c Torah scholars. that one's dealings with 
other people should be pleasant. What do people say about him? Praised is the father 
who taught him Torah. praised is the teacher who taught him Torah. Oy to the ones that 
do not study Torah. This one who learned Torah - sec how pleasant arc his paths, how 
perfected are his deeds. Upon him the text says, · And I-le said to me, 'You arc my 
servant, Israel, in whom I glory.' (Isaiah 49:3) 

But, whoever reads Torah and studies Mishnah and supports Torah scholars and 
does not deal faithfully in his dealings, and docs not speak pleasantly with other 
creatures, what ,viii people say about him:? Oy to so-and-so who studied Torah! Oy to 
the father who taught him Torah! See how cursed arc his doings and how ugly are his 
ways. Upon him the text says. "These are the people of Adonai, yet they had to leave His 
land. (Ezekiel 36:20)." 

This sug_rn argues that being lcumcd is simply not enough. For as the second half of the 

excerpt demonstrates, being a Torah scholnr who ucts dishonestly and speaks maliciously 

will lead others to curse the learning and teaching of Torah. Implicitly, the Talmud 

seems to be saying that if one were to behave in an objectionable fashion, it would be 

better if one were not a student of Torah. However, the opposite is also true. Good 

behavior is not good enough. One must study Torah in addition to being a good person. 

For it is the study of Torah coupled with moral behavior that will encourage others to 
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become students of Torah. Proper behavior alone docs not tum one into a lo\"cr of God; it 

is also having the words of God in one·s heart. on one's mind and on onc·s lips. 

The bamita quoted by Abaye de lined love of God to mean tuming others into 

lovers of God. I low is one to Jo that'! Through proper action coupled with Torah study. 

If people sec your good .tcts. and know that you arc an observant Jew. they will praise the 

study ofTornh and curse those who <.lo not engage with Torah What we might have 

expected to sec in this .rngya is a commitment by these "bystanders" to study Torah or a 

curse regarding thl!mscl\'cs because they did not study Torah. But that is not what we 

find. I lowcvcr. a \'Cry similar h:xt from Seder EUyalm Rahhah. chapter 26 adds this. This 

midrash is as follows: 

,tJ"~iu ot-· T11""1"::l;"I ,~ :l;"IN~ ;"II'IN~· .( ':, /'1 tJ""1.:J1/ tJ'itt') 1":i?N ':, I'IN 1'1J:iN1 ,nx "1:11 

!i,,., [C1Ni!i"] (l:IKiZt') j~t:i, .o,N "~:! 0~ 7jio~·, ji1i.7::l 7:::i-,,:i, 7:1r1~, 1KTJ..'~ ::,,., N;''iTliu 

,0"1~1N imN tl"Kii;, tl1N "JJ ,:i:i,::..·, K"11ji1 tl1N "J:l m; 1jiu!:1 i'1ii'J ,::i.,,,m 1Jl'l?:)11NiZm 
t:rNJ :,~:::i 1N1 .:i,in ,?:)., •:n,!:I ,:,-,,n ·Ji~•, N,::..· N:iN, ,, .,N ,:,,,r, 11J?iV "J11?!:I ""1TJ..'N 

o~~w □ti' 11.,•ivri~ N'lt~:i, ,;'i,,r, ,:i•:i:::i mit ,~,::, ;'i,,n ,~,:i ,:,,,:nm , ,•::i,, i"::l" n~:i , ,.,w::;~ 
"l:l ,m,w, N"11p, C1N "JJ m; ,pm;, P1iuJ ,:r,,:i, ,.:mt, ititi·?J ::,,., C1N i"Nill 1~T:i ',.,,., ,!i 
,:i,,n ")1~"' N17iu [N::lK] ( :i:JN) .,,it,"!( ,:i,,1'1 1?:)'?t' "l,.,!:I, ,, .,,N ',.,.,~,N imN j"N,iiZl C1N 
N? :i11n ,~,J N17 ,:ii,:i::m ',.,:>,, r,p,ip?J ;'i?:):) ', .. ti's;'?:) C":i"1 :,~::, 1N"1 ,;n,n ,~?it,' "J,,!:I 

. ,.,,., ;::; ,,nm~ t:r'l.:i,j" o:.:; N~~J, ,;nm irJ:i m, 11J,J 

Another intcrprl!tation: .. And you shall love A<lonai your God" ( Dcut. 6:5 ): that you are 
to cause the name of I leaven to be lo\'Cd by all creatures. You arc to act lovingly in your 
give-and-take, in your going about in the marketplace and in your business with people. 
For when a man is loving in his give-and-take. in his dealings in the marketplace, and in 
his business with people, and reads Torah and studies Mishnah. people who see him will 
say: 'Praised is so-and-so who teams Torah. Oy to my father who did not teach me 
Torah. The man who learns Torah- sec how beautiful are his works, sec how beautiful 
are his ways. By the Temple Service! Let us study Torah and teach our children Torah. 
The Name of Heaven is sanctified by his hands.' 

When a man is not loving in his give.and-take, in his dealings in the marketplace 
and in his business with other people, and he reads Torah and studies Mishnah, the men 
who sec him say, 'Oy to so-and-so who studies Torah. Praised is my father who did not 
teach me Torah. So-and-so has studied Torah- see how evil arc his ways, how cursed 
arc his paths. By the Temple Service! Let us not study Torah nor teach our sons Torah. 
The Name of Heaven is cursed by his hands.' 
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This mi<lrnsh is \'Cry similar to the sugya we saw earlier in }'onw. It makes the 

same argument - we demonstrate lo\'e of God by con\'Crting others into lovers of God by 

coupling the study of Torah with modeling exemplary bdrnvior. By seeing this example, 

others will choose to praisl! and love God's name by studying the Torah themselves. 

The midrnsh begins in an almost identical fashion to >'oma. Working from the 

same \'erse. Deuteronomy 6:5. it states its central thesis - that we should make the Name 

of Heaven beloved by others. Its structure is also similar. First. it shows the positi\·c 

consequences of studying Tornh with propcr bdrnvior. Then. it shows the negativc effects 

of being a ta/mid clwcham while acting in a deleterious fashion. 

However, there arc significant differences between the two texts. This midrash 

places the desire to study Torah in the first person: .. Oy to illY father who did not teach 

me Torah." What was missin!! from Yoma is included here. When one witnesses the - ... 

behavior of a Torah scholar, one will commit to studying Torah and teaching it to one's 

children. It makes the midrash from El(ralm Rahhah stronger. 

Two other differences arc important. While Yoma states that one should be kind 

in one's dcaline:s with other human bcincs. the text from Elirn/111 Rahhah is more detailed ..., ... . 

regarding proper bcha\'ior. It states that one should .ict lo,·ingly in dealing with other 

human beings, in walking through the 1m1rkctplacc. and in one· s business with others. 

Not only does the midrash gi\'e more examples of the proper bcha,·ior that is expected 

but also describes it as .. loving:• Secondly, the midrash is in reverse order from Yoma. 

While the Talmudic text states that if one studies Torah and Mishnah and is kind in one's 

dealings with others, his father and teacher will be praised, the midrash reverses it to read 
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that if one behaves accordingly and also studies Torah and Mishnah, he will be blessed 

for his Torah study. 

These ditTercnccs importantly demonstrate th.it the text from El(rahu Rubhuh 

places u stronger emphasis on action. Ultimately. it is onc·s bcha,·ior that has the ability 

to affect the actions of others. I low we treat those ,,·c come into contact with. ,vhcthcr 

friends, business associates. or strangers on the street. will dch:nninc whether God 

becomes belo\'cd by r.hcm. If we study Torah and act decently. people will want to 

become followers of the tradition. But if we study Tornh .md \\'C uct poorly, people will 

curse the Torah. 

One of the puzzling questions about the mi<lrash is the language it uses. It uses 

the word !i11' to describe how one should act towards others. I translated that word as 

loving, following one of the possible interpretations offered by the Jastrow dictionary. 1 ~ It 

is also the translation given by William Braudc and Israel Kapstein. H, It raises the 

question - what does it mean to behave in a loving fashion regarding those with whom 

we come into contact'? Is love meant to be something we feel towards these individuals 

or docs it define the actions we take towards them'! Within the confines of this midrash, I 

would argue the latter point. Gi\'Cn the emphasis placed on proper bdrnvior. the 

word ~·1,, should be defined as how we act towards othi:rs. Y ct as noted earlier, this 

debate will continue to arise throughout our examination. 

15 Marcus Jastrow, A Dic:tionm:v nfthl' Targumim, the Talmud Bahli and Yeruslwlmi, and 
the Miclrashic literature, (Jerusalem: Chorcv, n.d.), 565-565. 
16 William G. Braude and Israel J. Kapstein. Tanna Dehe El(ra/111: The 
lore of the School of Elijah, (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1981 ), 346. 
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While Elzr,i/111 Rahhah and the sugya from romu ure very similar, there arc also 

significant differences. A comparison of thdr dates could provide an answer. According 

to scholars, dating Seder t:li_rn/111 Rahlwh is very difficult. While Margalioth argues for 

an early dute. the lirst half of the third century. S.J, Rupopott und others claim our current 

text is from the tenth century. Jacob Elbaum argues that "an examination of the sources 

of the :v1idrnsh as .i whole makes it cleiir beyond question that it utilizes both the 

Babylonian Talmud und Midrnshim which arc later than it." 17 If we follow Elbaum and 

Rapoport. it is possible that the authors of El~rnlm Rahhah took material from Yoma and 

deepened its particular emphases on behavior. 

One of the assumptions made by both the sugya in >'oma and this midrash is that 

the average person is aware of another's learnedness. To the modem mind, this seems a 

little strange. When we gather in our markets, we arc barely aware of each other's 

religious leanings, unless there is some defining marker that sets someone apart: a 

kipped,, a sheitel, a cross or hijab. Y ct, those signs still do not tell us to what degree that 

person follows their religion's teachings. The kippah connotes a Jew but could it be 

sitting on the head of a thicr? Might the cross belong to an adulterer'? 

There are two possible ,-.·ays to solve this problem. One option is to read the texts 

quite literally. While dealing with others in business or in the marketplace. one is reading 

Torah and Mishnah at the same time. Imagine a vendor with his wares in one hand and a 

page of Talmud in the other. Although, gi,·en that most teachings at this time were still 

in oral fom1, and any texts that did exist were likely kept in the heit midrash or in the 

17 Jacob Elbaum, "Tanna de-vei Eliyahu," En,:rclopediaJudaicC1, Eds. Michael 
Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik. 2nd ed. (Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 2007), 15: 
508. 
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homes of wealthy individuals. this is an unlikely scenario. What is more likely is that 

people studied Torah and Mishnah while ,,·orking. with the words of the holy text on 

their mouths at the saml.! time. Pictun: a man negotiating 0\'cr the price of meat while 

simultaneously reciting Psalms by hcurt. llis Tornh knowk:dgc becomes known to the 

rest of th!? vendors and customers in the market. If he acts <.Hshoncstly. others will be 

aware of the contrndiction bctm:en his lcamim.r and his behavior . .. 
Another possibility is to consider the sociological situation of the Jews as the time 

these texts were developed. People were living in much smaller communities than we 

li\'c in today. People knew each other in a much more intimate way. They knew who 

was a student of Tornh and who wasn"t. There was no way to escape into anonymity. If 

one acted in an inappropriate manner. there was nowhere to hide. 

One of the key themes these texts emphasize is that the commandment to lo\'e 

God is fulfilled, essentially. by converting others. Lo\'e of God is demonstrated by 

bringing people under the wings of Shechina. as exhibited by the following midrnsh in 

S(fi·e De\'llrim, piska 32: 

J~ n·c·~i:i+ i?:~J~· j"J::.i·:, TJl'\ t:i:iiJ~:i m•iJii 7li iii:iii~ , 7•jj7~ ':i n~ n::2:i~, ,n~ 1:21 

o•J:i:i7i ,n~ :.:nn• m~i:J? o?ili;, -~::i ,:i i:roJ:,r,7j o~ ~7:ii . nn:J 1'C-'!i illt'~ iZt'::lJ:i n~, +;, 
.:iJ•:i::,•;'i "::)J:J mm ocn::in., r:n·•:.n. ,r::2~ O;'ii:::i~ ii•;-;i:,,' ,~,~ ~,~ 1::r,,::i• or~ ;-;~i.ii'J ,:::i 

Another interpretation: "And you shall lo\'e Adonai your God" (Dcut 6:5): Make God 
loved by all creatures, like Abraham your father did. as it is written. "and the persons 
they had acquired in Haran." (Genesis 12:5) But isn·t it true that if all the creatures of the 
world came together to create one fly and give it a sout they would not be able to'? 
Rather, this teaches us that Abraham our father converted them and brought them under 
the wings of the Shechina. 

The midrash quotes a wrse from Genesis 12. When God calls to Abram in the paraslwh. 

the Torah says that he and Sarai took with them all the people - lumefesh - they had 

acquired in Haran. The midrash tries to unpack the meaning of this word. It couldn't 
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possibly mean that Abram and Sarai created new souls. Only God is capable of that. This 

is why all the creatures of the world arc not able to create .1 soul for a fly. Then what 

could '"lwneft!sh'' mean'! It implies conn:rsion. Abram was responsible for converting 

people in I hmm to his religion - a monothi:istic worship of Yahweh. This is what it 

means to lo\'e God - tuming people into thosc who worship God. Although this midrash 

docs not cxpfain how Abrnm succeeded in doing that. the texts we examined earlier shed 

light upon how we. through our actions. can turn people into followers of God. 

As stated earlier, these texts emphasize the importance of studying the Oral Law 

in addition to the Written Law. No midrash makes that ckarcr than the following excerpt 

from Midrash Ta11l111ma, Paras/wt Xoal,: 

nK n::i:,Ki 'NJu· ,,,Ko 7::l::n 1iZi'::,J 7:,::11 ,::i, ,,::i :i11::lji:i J:iiNi:..· ,~ N7N :iniN ,~,, l"Nttl ~::i, 
N"iN ,r :,::i:iK rKi!l ,~, :,r,K i"J~, ,(', tl"i:J1) 71,N?J ,::i:1, 7:.z.,•:,J 17::,:Ji 7:i::i, 1,:,::i ,.,:i,K 'il 
;'iT ,N, 7:1::i, ,:: c,,jl 11l?:) ,:,JI( 1tv'N :i'K:i cr,:ii:i ,,;'i, ,,,nN :i,r,::i :,~ ;'i~, ',,?:),n ,,iV, 

. j1Ji1' ,,,li1' ,,~,n n 7,J:i., □ri.mz.,•, ,~,N ,,:, ::i,;-; ,:i' Ki:ic; ,,~,n ;,r 
No one studies her [the Oral Law] unless one loves the Holy One. blessed be He, with all 
one's heart and with all onc·s soul, and with all onc·s might. as it says, .. You shall love 
Adonai your God, with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might" 
(Dcut. 6:5). From where do we learn that the word .. lo\'e .. refers only to the language of 
the Talmud [Oral Law)'! Sec what is written afterwards: •·And these words which I 
command you today shall be on your heart." (Deut 6:6) What words? It is the Talmud 
that is on your heart. Then it says, "And teach them to your children." ( Deut. 6:7) It is 
Talmud that you are required to teach. 

This midrash argues that it is only through the study of Oral Law that one can 

demonstrate a love for God. It bases this claim on an interpretation of Deuteronomy 6:6: 

'"And these words which I command you today shall be on your heart." The heart 

represents love in this analogy: hade\'arim, the words, are a reference to the Oral 

Tradition. 
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A few lines later. the mi<lrash argues that only a special type of person is capable 

of studying Oral Torah: 

:1:,,i'\:.:1 ,~ 1?:,c· ,,~,, o:>ii'\~ ,:,:i :ir,:i ~,, C:lij'::lJ ,:i:n o:i:i:::i, ,:i::i :i::l ::l'n:J :,,,:ii:l 'o:n 
:i?::i~ ~·~, ;'in:,· 1nJ, ?n;i ,jj~ ;'i::l ':.i'"":J' ~:,, ::i 1':.7:li:,' ;-nm ,,~,, ,,::i~ ,rK :m!lm 7iZ..-i!l . ,,,l ,,K iK, 7-::,·n::i c::r:i?i:i:i o:i:, ,~KJ:Z..' ::l ":i:i·, ;-r,:,:.:,, iM~ 7:t::i, ;·r,::1 ,~~l7 'i:::i.m, 

In the second puragraph [of the Sh 'ma]. it is written: .. with all your heart and with all 
your sou1:· and it is not written. ·•with all your might." This is done to teach you that 
anyone who lon~s wealth and pleasure is not capable of studying Oral Torah since with it 
comes great sorrow and unsteady sleep. and it will cause one to wither and waste. 
Therefore. the gift of its reward will arrin: in the world to come. as it says, ··the people 
that walked in darkness have seen a brilliant light." ( Isaiah 9: I). 

Throughout this midrash, the author has emphasized the difficulty in studying the 

Oral Law. It becomes clear that love of God. only hinted at in the texts we looked at 

earlier. may be the reser\'c of an elite few. Only those with the strongest of wills may 

succeed at loving God. 

This text is imponant for two reasons. One is to stress how the tradition has 

accentuated the study of Oral Torah, equal if not surpassing that of the Written Law. 

This is what we would expect from rabbinic texts, particularly one as late as Midrash 

T,mlumw. 

In addition, this midrash contains an ominous notion, developed simultaneously in 

other texts we will examine from the medieval period in chapter 5, that Ion~ of God must 

involve a denial of pleasure or worldly pursuits. As we shall sec in chapter 3. lo\'e of 

God may even lead to the sacrifice of one·s life. Somehow, the study of Oral Torah leads 

to greater stringency in tenns of behavior and attitude. 

The Mishnah contains one of the first interpretations of the commandment to love 

God found in Deuteronomy 6:5. In }vlis/111ah Brachot 9:5, it states: 
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"With all your might."" (Dcut. 6:5): with all your money. 

One way to declare love for God is through onc·s material possessions. The 

Mishnah docs not claborntc on such questions as to '" hum docs one give, how much, in 

what capacity. etc. But this theme. that 71K?J refers to 7J1~~ • will keep appearing 

throughout the tradition. 

A famous hcm1ita of Rabbi Elil:zer interprets liK~ simil.uly and repeats in a 

variety of sourccs. 1s I ·vc included the ,·crsion from Sanhedrin 74a: 

1,:,:n liZi='J ,:i:n 1:i::i, ,:i:i 7":i?N ':i nN n:i:1~, +', o,,:i,+ :1?;11N ,nr?N ,:i, ,~"Jni 
?::l:l 17:NJ :i~"i liN~ ?::l:J i~KJ ON1 • 711'\1: ?J:J. 1~l'\J ;,~-, 7:.:-•::iJ :,:,:i i~NJ ON , 71N~ 

OiN 7' itr □N1 • 7t:-·::i:i 7::lJ ,~Nl 7:,, - ,:m~~~ 1''?:7 :r:m ,m:i:.-· 01N 7? -.;)" ON - • 7il,':)J 

. 71K~ 1?:,::2 ir.NJ 7:i, - ,::i,l~ ,,;;; :r:m irnJ~iV 

It was taught in a baraita. Rabbi Eliezcr said: "You shall love Adonai your God with all 
your heart, and with all your soul and with all your might."' (Dcut. 6:5) If it says, "with 
all your soul," why docs it say .. with all your might?" And if it says, ''with all your 
might," why does it say, ·•with all your soul?"' If there is a man whose body is more 
beloved to him than his money, therefore it says '"with all your soul:' If there is a man 
whose money is more beloved to him than his body, therefore it says "with all your 
might." 

I selected this haraita because it interprets 71~~ as 7J1~~- One's love for God can be 

implemented through the gi\'ing away of one's possessions. 

We must also pick up on a theme that we saw earlier in Midrash Ta11l111ma. The 

phrasing of the bamita implies that we must deny something out of our love for God. In 

this example, if money is what is most beloved to us, we must sacrifice it for the sake of 

love. If it is our body that is most dear to us, we must forfeit it. We will address the 

haraita's meaning for love through death in chapter three. The lesson is clear- love is 

18 Sec also Talmud Bm·li Brae/wt 61 b, and Siji·e Dernrim, Piska 32. 
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not some emotion we might have towards the I loly One but an action we must take in 

response to the relationship we have to God. 

Although defining "might"' us "money"' appears in the ,\lisluwh, the Tos,jta 

makes no such claim. In fact. the Tos!!_/ia docs not interpret the word 7i~~ at all. 19 

llowc\'cr, we do not know if this is something th!! 7v1ishnah added or the Toscfta left out. 

Since it is not clear which came first. the .Mishnuh or the Toscftu. it could be that the 

Toscfb didn"t interpret "11woclt.:dw:· but the rcJactors of the 7vlishnah created the concept 

of "'might"" as "money:· It docs. howen~r. get picked up by the later medieval 

commentators Rushi and Ram bun. who include it as part of their Biblical commcntaries?1 

One of the ways to exhibit lovc and dcrntion to God is through prayer. An 

argument could be made that worship bdongs in another category - perhaps in one less 

tangible than "action." However, prayer is action - it is amdah, instituted to replace the 

daily sacrifices at the Temple.11 Prayer is something you engage in with your body. In 

worship, one is an actor, acting upon God. The Amidah is the classic example of our 

acting upon God, petitioning Him to engage in our world. 

The following .rngya from Talmud Ba1•/i Ta 'a11it 2a discusses prayer as a symbol 

of lo\'c: 

Wt\ ,tJ::l:J::11? 1,::,:i ,1:1li1?, □::i•;,1,K ';, J"I~ ;'j:J;'iK1, +~"• □•,:i.1+ :K•.m, - ?;,1,::in:i., ,1, t-t.m, 
□:i~,~ ,~~ •nm, +~"• i::r,:i.1+ :i"i.n::i :i•n:,, .:i,::in ii ,ml\ •,;, - ::i,::i l\":ii:l :i1i:i.31 K':1 . w,p,~, ;,,,., m!i:J 

What is our source for putting it [the prayer for rain] in the Te.fillah'! 
It was taught in a haraita: "loving Adonai your God and serving Him with all your heart" 
(Deut. 11:13), and what is the service of the heart? You must conclude it is the Te.flllah. 

19 Tosefta Brachot 6: 7. 
20 See Torat Haim: Demrim (Jerusalem: Rav Kook, 1993) 55-58. 
21 Support for this can be found in Talmud Bavli Bmd10t 26b and Ta 'anit 2a. 
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It is written right afterwards: "I will grant the rain for your land in season. the early rain 
and the late," (Dcut. 11:14) 

Although this :mg_,·a is there to explain why the prayer for rain is in the Amide1h, it also 

explains how prayer, the T<!jillah spccilically. became associntcd with love of God. How 

do we show love of God -- through worship. 

What is specific to the .-lmid,1h that makes it the appropriate \'Cnuc for 

establishing onc·s lo\'c of God? A brief summary of its themes may help answer this 

question. The daily Amidah (consisting of 19 bkssings: the original 18 plus a nineteenth 

added during the Tahnudic period) is di\'idcd into tlm:c broad categories: I) praise of 

God (blessings 1-3): 2) petitions to God (blessings 4-14): and 3) thanks offered to God 

(blessings 17-19).22 This is then followed by a moment of silent. personal. and unscripted 

prayer. Although none of the prayers specifically mention love of God, it is through our 

words that we declare our relationship to God. Through praise and thanksgiving, we 

acknowledge God's so\'creignty of the universe. It is through the petitions that we ask 

God to love us and take note of us. 

Interestingly, a section of Sifre Demrim. from piska 32, strengthens this line of 

argumentation. In the excerpt sighted below, 7iN~ is interpreted as thanks: 

cr,on:, ,,~ •mt:i' +N• ::J., /ri"':i'Ki'J./ o:.:-·+ ,~Njt:.-' 7"::J.N ::J.j?!r:, ,, :ii,~ •i:i ,71N~ ,,::i 
rmn~ "jtv? •r,••:i :imn :ii:i 11,"il riK ·n,:n; •,p~::J. •::, 71::J.;; l"1K r,•:,:.,-31 it:-·~ ri~K;, ,::i?;j, 

.. With all your might;· one should thank Him. like Jacob your father. as it says, .. I am 
unworthy of all the kindness that You have so steadfastly shown Your servant: with my 
staff alone I crossed this Jordan, and now I have become two camps." (Genesis 32: 11) 

22 For more information about the themes of the Amidah. sec Lawrence A. Hoffman. ed. 
N{v People's Prt{ver Book: The Amidah. Vol. 2 (Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights, 1998). 
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Using a verse from Genesis, the midrushist argues that we demonstrate love for God by 

emulating Jacob's example of offering up words of thanksgiving to the:: Creator. Through 

prnycr, love for God becomes a reality. 

As this chapter has shown, one of the ways Jewish tradition inh:rprcts the 

comnrnndmcnt to love God is through action. It is what we do in living our lives that 

mutters. \Vhcthcr through the study of Torah. treatment of our fellow human beings, 

through our money and material possessions. or through prayer. we fulfill the 

commandment to love God. 
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Chapter Three: Lo\'e of God through Death 

Throughout the Jewish tradition, loving God .. with all your soul" has come to 

mcnn through death. As I will discuss in this clmptcr. love of God through death 

encompasses a n1ricty of intcrpreth·c trnditions. It begins with sei:ing one's death as the 

result of God"s will. and lo\'ing God despite the end of lite. The chapter will continue 

with a detailed examination of lo\'e of God through martyrdom. 

At first glance. martyrdom might seem to be outside the purview of our topic, 

lo\'C of God. How does dying for God. traditionally understood as Kiddush Ha~Slwm -the 

Sanctification of the Name - demonstrate love of God? As this chapter will show, 

martyrdom is one response to persecution. The three instances we will examine arc the 

Roman persecutions in Palestine in the early years of the Common Era, the Crusades of 

1096, and the attacks of the Almohads upon the Jews of the Iberian Peninsula in the 12'h 

century. Each of these examples demonstrates ruling authorities who wish to prevent the 

Jews from practicing their faith. For some Jews, the appropriate response to these attacks 

is death. Ifwe understand love of God to mean fulfillment of His commandments and 

loyalty to God, then dying is a way of declaring one·s love for God. If the choice is 

between transgression and death. death is the only way to demonstrate one's willingness 

to be a faithful servant of God. As we will see. there is some debate as to whether 

martyrdom is the only answer to such persecutions. Some attention will be paid to the 

differences between the Ashkcnazi and Sephardic Jewish communities. 

We will conclude this chapter with an examination of textual evidence of how 

study and prayer can be used to fulfill the commandment to love God through death, 

(with all one's soul), without actually dying. These practices were suggested by leading 

32 



Jc\\'ish authorities as a way tu fullill the commandment to love God through death when 

historical circumstances were such that a martyr's death was no longer n necessity. 

,\lislmah Bmc-/101 9:5 states: 

"\',,ith all your soul" - even if he takes your soul away. 

Using the word 11('.f'esh to indicate life. the mishnah understands '"]o\'ing God" to 

include lo\·e up to the point of death. The rcli!rcnce to a mule in the third person should 

be read as God: love God ewn if God takes your lifo away. In other words. even at the 

moment of our death. we arc to praise and lo\'c God. This may explain why the custom 

arose to recite the Sh 'ma uficr the final confession moments before one's death.::., Even 

as we utter our final breath. it is to be filled with an acknowledgment of God's eternity 

and oneness. 

Appearing much later, in the sixteenth century, Rabbi Shabbetai Shefte! 

Horowitz, a kabbalist from Prague, wrote about the need to commit oneself ahead of time 

to loving God in death. In his glosses to the Shenei Luk/101 lw-Beril, he writes: 

Let a person choose some time while he is still in good health to isolate himself 
and confess the following long confession: and [when doing so] he should 
consider himself [ralwshm· he-da 'aro] as if [ke 'ifu] he were dying .... he should 
think of his death and dying day and dernte himself to die in love whene\'er God. 
be He praised. may will it.24 

.'.!-' Although I could find no textual support from either thc Talmud or the legal codes for 
the inclusion of the Sh 'm" in the final l'iddui, it has become common practice to do so. 
For evidence, please note the follow·ing sources: Rabbi Reuven P. Bulka, RCA L(lec:rle 
Madrikh, (New York: Rabbinical Council of America. 2000), 136: Harry Rabinowicz, 
"Death," Ent:rdopedia Judaica. Eds. Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik. 2nd ed. 
(Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA. 2007), 5: 513 There may also be some support for 
this because of Rabbi Akiba 's recitation of the Sh 'ma at the moment of death. 
:!4Michael Fishbane, The Kiss of God: Spirituul mu/ A~rstirnl Deuth in Juduism (Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 1994 ). 21. 
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God is understood as the agent of death. In Rabbi I lorowitz· s thinking. we must prepare 

ourscl\'CS spiritually to lo\'C God at the moment when God decides to end our lives. 

Although loving God in <lea th is crucial to an tm<..krstanding of this text, no hint of 

martyrdom is evident in this passage. This is important to note since, as we shall soon 

sec. sacrifice for the sake of God becomes a constant theme in Jewish interpretations of 

the commandment to lo\·e God. 

Tosejia Brac:/101 6:7 contains the same passage from the Mishnah. However, the 

Tose.fian material is longer. It includes an elaboration of this interpretation but also 

provides a different meaning. The full passage is below: 

,:i::i iiiN ,:n 01";'i :,:, ,:i;,,;-; T'7!i "J '1N N1;"i r:n 7C':)j n~ '7i:m N1:"i 1"::i~, 7:Z...'::ll 1,:,::i, 
1'.l 711.J:i "1.J ':, :"iJi?.:)Nn "1W~i31 1,:, ·,x, 11l1 "i!t':)j "n.n 'Ji!l 7::i Ni::lill i.:.-'::JJ1 i!l:>J ;:,:i 7i!t':Jj 

.m'.!l~:i '7:!7 7iV::lJ 1n 7ii.,'::JJ ,:i::i 'iN "ili 

"With all your soul" - even if he takes your sou I away. For it says: .. It is for Your sake 
that we are killed all day long." (Psalm 44:23) Another interpretation: .. with all your 
soul" - with every soul that has been created in you, as it is written: "Let me live," 
(Psalm 119: 175) and says '"All my bones shall say, Adonai, who is like You?" (Psalm 
35: 10). Ben Azzai said, "\\·ith a11 you soul": give your soul for the commandments. 

The scriptural verse, from Psalm 44. completely changes the meaning of the text. 

While I argued that the Mishnah said we arc to love God at the moment of our death, the 

Tosefta claims that we ought to sacrifice our li\'es for God's sake due to the love ,ve owe 

Him. Verse 23 is saying we offer up our lives because we are followers and worshippers 

of Adonai. It is due to that love we are willing to be killed. The verse from Psalm 44 is 

used again and again in other sources to support the concept of martyrdom. 

Why the difference between these two sources? That is difficult to answer, since 

scholars are still debating ,vhich is earlier, the ToseJia or the Mishnah. One hypothesis is 

that the Tosefta appeared before the Mishnah. The connection to martyrdom could have 
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originated in the Toscfla: then. the redactors of the Mishnah may have wanted to broaden 

the notion to include loving God at times of death, not just those limited to the violent 

death of martyrdom. It is also possible thut the original text was the Mishnah, and the 

Toset1a developed Inter. using additional material from the Tamwim. 

Ben Azzai's interpretation is hard to discern. Docs he mean one has to die for the 

sake of the commandments'! Altcmath·cly, docs he mean we should dcn>tc our total 

li\'cs for the commandments'? In her article "A Contribution to the Study of Martyrdom 

and Identity in the Palestinian Talmud."' Alyssa Grny demonstrates through the analysis 

of multiple .rngyot in the Palestinian Talmud that "keeping God's Law at great personal 

cost - be it financial. as in the Sabbatical year or intensely personal, as in a case of fatal 

illness - can be a fom1 of martyrdom. even if death docs not resu1t:•:?5 The Tose./ie1, like 

the Talmud Yerushalmi, is of Palestinian origin. It is possible that Ben Azzai was making 

a similar argument to the rabbis of the Jerusalem Talmud - keeping God's law is quasi­

martyrdom, even if it does not end in death. 

Although the Tose./ta provides additional readings of ·•with all your soul," we will 

not examine them here, as they arc beyond the purview of this chapter. However, their 

presence in the Tosefta demonstrates that loving God through death is not the only option 

for interpreting Deuteronomy 6:5. Alternative views existed, although they certainly do 

not appear to have been the dominant thread in the texts. 

S(/re Derarim, piska 32 contains the same \'ersc from Psalm 44, aJthough it 

includes the full verse, the second half of which is not present in our edition of the 

Tosefla: 

25 Alyssa M. Gray "A Contribution to the Study of Martyrdom and Identity in the 
Palestinian Talmud.·• Journal of Jewish Studies 54, 2 (Autumn 2003) 261. 
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or:, ?:> 1ll,1:i T7li' ,:, +l:> ,~ 0"?:in+ ,~,N N1:i 1:,1 ,~•::,J nK 7'C1l N1;"1 1?"::lN '7i!t'!:il ?:l::l 

,:in:m iNl:> 1l:1Wiil 

.. With all your soul .. - c,·cn ifhc takes your soul mvay. For it says: .. It is for Your snkc 
that we urc killed all <.fay long. that we arc rcgan.kd tts sheep to be slaughtered." ( Psalm 
44:23) 

The theme of martyrdom continues in this midrnsh: 

7i:i'::lJ ?:>:l ,~Kl CN ,~,N ,nr,x "Ji . 'C,'::)J "1':I~ ,::.i· i:i:l:iN • 7:.:,·::iJ ?:>:J ,~,N ""T:ii" p 11:i'~i!,,• 
:r:m ,~n:i· CiN ,, i!.,'" • 7i.i"::lJ 7:>J ,~Kl ;,~, 7iK~ ?:>::J ,~NJ ON1 7iN~ ?:>::J ,r.KJ ;'i~? 

?:>J ,r.~J 7:>? ,::i,l~ ,.,,~ ::J":lii u,t~i.j' CiN ,, ':j'"1 7i.i'!:ll ?:lJ ,~NJ 7::i, ,rn~r.~ 1"?l,' 

,7i1N~ 

Shimon bcn Azzai said ·•with all your soul." love Him until you've squeezed the soul out 
of the body. Rabbi Eliczcr said: if it says "with all your soul .. why docs it say "w·ith all 
your might" and if it says "with all your might" why docs it say "'with all your soul"? If 
there is a man whose body is more beloved to him than his money. therefore it says "with 
all your soul.'' If there is a man whose money is more bclo\'cd to him than his body. 
therefore it says "with all your might.'' 

Shimon ben Azzai" s statement is quite \'ivid and the strongest seen so far in this chapter. 

The phrase i,;;'~J ·,1~. according to the Jastrow dictionary, means the "squeezing of the 

soul out of the body," or. more poetically, the "agony of death."~(, There are no limits to 

loving God. Even on extreme pain of death should one continue to love the Almighty. 

The midrash continues to quote the haraita of Rabbi Eliezer that we saw in 

chapter two. It asks the question of why the verse needs to mention both "with all your 

soul" and "with all your might." Answering its own query. it states that if a person's 

body is his most beloved possession, then he must sacrifice it for the sake of his love for 

God. The notion that love of God includes a demand for sucrifice keeps getting stronger. 

This haraita will continue to appear in various sources, including the two Talmuds. 

Later in the same piska of S!fi·e De\'llrim, we find the following: 

16 See Jastrow Dictionary, p. 778, for translation of hen Azzai phrase. 
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,r.K'liV l'J:.7::, n:n~;, ~:i) "?t ,~:il7 ,p~~· pni·::, • 7?.t/::iJ 1,::,::11 ... ,~,N Ni;, ~,;, ,~,~ ,~~~ ~:n 
.n,::,x~;, nx nji~, ,,, nK o;ii::::!x n?iti"i +' ::::!:l n~iti'Ki:::i.+ 

Rabbi Meir sai<l. ··scripture says ... 'with all your soul.· likt.! Isaac who bound himself on 
the back of the .1ltar. as it suys • Abraham laid out his hand and took the knife."' (Genesis 
22:10) 

This reading of Gl.!ncsis 22 is based on an interpret.it ion of Isaac's bchm'ior, found in 

early midrashim. that he willingly ga\'c up his Iii~ for the sacrifice. One such story 

recounts Isaac telling Abralmm he should bind his anns and h:gs because he would fight 

back and did not wish to do so. ~7 Although Ahrnham is remembered as one who loves 

God with all his heart. it is Isaac and not Abraham who is the one who is willing to be 

sacrificed for God. Later. Isaac becomes the model for the Jews of the Rhineland, who 

slaughtered themselves and their children to avoid conversion at the hands of the 

Crusaders. Belo,.., is just one citation of how Isaac became the exemplary case for 

martyrdom: 

There was a man there by the name of Meshullam, son of Isaac, and he called out 
in a great voice to his beloved wife Mistress Zipporah and to all those present: 
"Herc me, adults and children! God gave me this son: my wife Zipporah bore 
him in her advanced age. His name is Isaac. I shall now offer him up as a 
sacrifice as our Father Abraham did his son lsaac." ... He bound Isaac, his son, and 
took the knife in his hand to slaughter him, reciting the blessing for Ritual 
Slaughter. The boy responded: "Amen:· And he slaughtered the boy.18 

While it is Isaac who becomes the biblical figure associated with love of God 

through death, Rabbi Akiba becomes the rabbinic model for such a sacrifice. Probably 

27 See Genesis Ruhhah 56:3•4 and Pirke d'Rahhi Elie::er 31. 
'.!H Shlomo Eide Iberg, trans. and ed., "The Narrative of the Old Persecutions, or Mainz 
Anonymous," The Jews mu/ the Cru.rnders, (Hoboken: Ktav Publishing, 1996), 103~ 104. 
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one of the more fomous stories told of Rabbi Akiba is the story of his death. Below is the 

\'Crsion in the Babylonian Tnlmud. Bradwt 6 I b::?'l 

1::i oiti::i KJ ,;,,,ri:1 ?Kiwi'" ivt:nr x,:.:..· iWi!,'7ii m::i,r. ;,irl rinK c::!:l :p:n ,m 

"K .K::l"jili' :;,,, i7:K .ii71I'IJ jn:mn cr:i,:i m,;,p 7";'1P~ ;'i";'l:Z.,, N::l"jili ':J.7? 1K::t~, ;,,,;,, 

7?;'i~ :,,:,:.:.,• ?!1Wl7 - ;'i~11 7J1:i :i~? ,?i:.-'~ ,, ,,::.-·~K :,, itN ?m::i,~ "J~~ Ki"l'm m,K 
'?o·n,,:::i onx ;,~ "J!:l~ :Oii? 7~K ~mv~' o,p~~ C'iJj?n~ i•;;v O"l1 ;iK7i ,7iiJii :Jl ,::; 

"JK 711J1 ,;"iiVJ"? ,,::n::,.· O:J:mn :o;,, 7~K .t:nK "JJ lJ''?!,' rK"J~i!l n,i,:.:,·, "J::l'O :,, ,,r.N 
K? ?m"n:Ji!.-' iiii!:l- 7"?li i:r,~,K~ K1i1 ;,mt :,, ,,r.K '?o:rmJK o::; "mJK ,11iZ.-' OiV:J onKi 

iirJ:J rmK ,:: iJnl1"'0 o,p~J • rKi·n~ iJK iJnr·n o,p~:i :i~, ! :inK tz.•!:l-u K?K .~mK np:l 

T'"ii Ki;'i .,::, +·, o"i::ii+ ;'j:J :im::itt' ,;,,,n:::i c-po,::;, O"Ji:-'i" iJKi!.-' , .. w-:n, , umx :,K !:,7.,::,1 

Ct7J" 1":i K, :17?:K .;m:,, :i~:J nnK ?li' - ;'iJ~~ t:t?w:::i~, r:r::i,,:, 1JK □K , 7::, - , .. ~ .. 77K1 

1:iii:l:m, :i11:i" i::l oi!:l::i7 ,o::im ,1:r1,0K;i n"::i::i ,:,,i:,•:m, x::i"pi· "::Ji"i ,;,,o~.nw ,:i O"t:.m~ 
,:i,iri .,,J, ,~ no:,nJw K::l"i':1 ,:Ji 7"7i:.-'N ::i"? ,~N ?1N:l? 7K,J;'i "'O !cm,~ :,, ,~K .,,iK 

nK"'ii? ji".Ji ;i:\"'1:,, ~=rv!i "'Ji nM 1K"i1;'iw ;'i:\i'i:r:::,, .z:r,o:i cr,:n ?:7 c::imw ci!:l!:l? 1? .,,K 

.O"~iV m:>??.J ?13.i 1"?3.i ?:Jj?~ ;'i";"il .?Ti:J ?i:i• .nlj?iu~::i ,,~·::i. nN C"jii,O ,,:,, ,:,,:, ::1?.:iZl 
- 1iL'!:IJ ,:,:i :iT j?iC:J ,::: 71"'0~~ "n"";"I "i".J" ,:::i :c:i, i~N '?1K::l 13.i , 1J":J7 :,.,, .. ~,n ,, ,,~N 

il"il ?Ui".J""PN N,1, .,,,:, N::ltt..' l"i.t)'.:)3,j) • U1Y""j?Ni ,,,, lCl"' "l'i~ :-n,r-N , ,n~iVJ nK ?uiJ ,,-::,N 
:iK~"W K:rp:: "Ji 7"7iVK ::i,~K, ,,p n::i :,r,~., . inK:::i ,n~wJ :in~"iV 137 inK::i 7"1Ki".J 

+T""' 0'7:in+ ?:ii:JW ,n :i7111 li :Nl;'i 7,,:i iv'l1ji:i ":l!:l? nitt..';'i "~N??.J ,,~K . 1iiN,J ,n~i,/J 

"::li Titt..'K ::,i~N., ,,pr,:,. :inI" .c,·n:i Cji?n :o:i1? ir.K - !'i:., 1::rm.J?.J ';, ,,., crn~i".J 
.t-t::i:i o,um .,.,n, ,~,m ;int-till K.J"iill 

The rabbis taught in a baraita: once, the evil kingdom [Rome] decreed that the Jews 
should not busy themselves with Torah. Pappus the son of Judah came and found that 
Rabbi Akiba was calling public assemblies to teach Torah. He said to him: "Akiba, arc 
you not afraid of the kingdom?" I le replied: ··1 will tell you a parable. To what is this 
similar'? To a fox that was walking alongside a river, and he saw fishes that were 
jumping about from place to place. lk suid to them: ·what are you running uway from?' 
They said to him: 'from the nets that humans bring upon us.' He said to them: ·oo you 
want to come up on dry land, and we shall live together, me and you, just like my fathers 
lived with your fathers'?' They said to him: • Arc you the one they say is the brightest of 
the animals! You arc not smart, rather you arc stupid! If in the place of our lives we are 
in fear. in the place of our death how much the more so!· 
And so it is with us- if it is thus with us now as we sit and busy ourselves with Torah, in 
which it is written 'for thereby you shall live and shall long endure.· (Deut 30:20), if we 
quit studying Torah - how much the more so [will we be in danger!]." 

It was said: it was only a few days later they captured Rabbi Akiba and 
imprisoned him in jail, and they captured Pappus son of Judah and imprisoned him next 

29 Two other versions exist in the Talmud Yeruslwlmi: Bruchot 9:5, 14c and Sotah 5:5, 
20c. 
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to Akiba. I le said to him: '"Pappus! Who brought you to here?" I le said to him: 
''Fortunate arc you Rabbi Akiba who was captured for words of Torah, but oy to Puppus 
who was captured for vain things.'' At the hour that they brought Rabbi Akiba out to kill 
him. it was the time for the Sh 'ma, and they raked his llcsh with combs of iron, and he 
took upon himself the yoke of the kingdom of heaven. llis students said to him: "Our 
rabbi, up to this'!" He said to them: "All my life, I despaired about this verse 'with all 
your soul' - even if he carries away your soul. I said: ·when will this come to me and I 
can fulfill it. and now that it has come to me and I won't fulfill it! ... He lengthened with 
"one" until his soul departed with "one.'' A hca\'cnly ,·oicc came out and said: "Blessed 
is Rabbi Akiba that his soul departed on ·one.'" The ministering angels said before the 
I Joly One, blessed be He: "This is Tornh and this is its reward'!" '"from men. Oh God, 
with Your hand, from men whose slmn:" (Psulm 17: 14) God suid to them: "share in life'' 
(Psalm 17: 14). A \'Oice from heaven came out and said: '·Fortunate is Rabbi Akiba who 
has been invited to life in the world to come:· 

The parable that Akiba offers to Pappus. explaining why he refuses to give into 

the demands of the Roman authorities. offers us insight into Akiba's thinking. In his 

lllind, refraining from Torah study may be compared to death. If he will be killed for 

teaching Torah, how much the more so will he die for ceasing to study God's words! The 

words of Torah are words of life. 

But Akiba docs not stop there. Even while his executioners are raking his flesh 

with iron combs, he continues to recite words of Torah. Rather than break down into 

tears or screams of rage, Akiba "took upon himself the yoke of heaven." He began to 

recite the Sh 'ma. The questions posed to him by his students allow Akiba to use the 

moment of death as a h:aching opportunity. He explains to his students that he had always 

yeamed to offer up his lo\'e to God "with all his soul.'' Now the moment has finally 

arrived when Akiba can fulfill the obligation. The commandment to love God must 

include the willingness to give up one's life for the sake of Torah. 

Just as Akiba uses the moment of his death to impart teaching to his disciples, the 

sugya is framed in such a way as to convey a lesson to its readers. In the words of 

Michael Fishbane: 
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The narrative is thus designed for instruction - a stylized martyrology to inspire 
imitation. The concluding coda ... reinforces this point. Alier the saint's death a 
heavenly voice asserts that Akiba has eamcd life in the World to Come. The 
message to the faithful is clcar.30 

Although Akiba wns not concerned with a rc,,.ml. for he made his sacrifice out of low, 

the text tenchcs us that Ion! of God through death will be rewarded in the world to come. 

The narrative indication that this bcha\'ior will be rewarded in the next life is also 

important because it shows that God appro\'ed of this behavior. 

Two additional \'Crsions of this story exist in the Talmud Y l!ruslwlmi. although 

the details arc quite different. Excerpted below in full is the \'crsion from Bmc/101 9:5, 

14c: 

,,p "iiZ.' li~it,,• n"ivi ;,m1i· nnn, ~·.:,·i:i o,::i,,u ouiu .. ~,v rirr~ C""i' ;m;, :i::rp::1 ":Ji 

:i"'mi n::i"n :i"' ,r.:~ n~ 1.,,,cr":::i tli:::i?:J '"K nK i!..'in .,~ KJo ;'i"? ,~~ 7nl, Y~ill n"iv 
"l"l"":i1 :iT vio::i '"l"l"1j;' -~,., ,::i K,K KJK j"110'"":l i:~:m K,, ~.l~ w,n N:., ~1::ll ~1;'i:71 

1,::,:ii 7i.tt':'.lJ 1,:,::ii 7:JJ1, 1,::,,:i 7":i'~ ';'i riN l"l:l;'i~, .,.,, 11"1i!..'?t:-' iKlJ' •r,~'N: 1~iN:1 iliwll:j 

,:>::i riw~, ,,,:,, .,, :ip.,,::i m;, ~, •:;,·::iJ 1?:,::i, •m~~ 1?::i:J :i"n~n,, "::l? 1?:,:J :-i"n~n, ,,,~~ 
i!7 ,~,, p•::io:, ~, 7m, "1i' ~JK p cm,, ·mn Kl,!:lK K?i :!m!Z' r,•ip ,~r :i:rlrii •tzn,J 

,n~WJ ;,ni!lill 

Rabbi Akiba was standing in judgment before Tumus Rufus the evil one. The time came 
for the recitation of the Sh 'ma. He began to recite the Sh 'ma and laughed. He said to 
him: .. Old man. Either you arc a sorcerer or you rebel against your pain ... He said to 
him: ''Let despair come upon him. I am neither a sorcerer nor do I rebel ngainst my pain. 
Rather, all my life I have read this verse. l was troubled and would say: when will I be 
able to fulfill all three'! ·You shall love Adonai your God with all your heart, with all you 
soul, and with all your might.· I )O\·cd God with all my heart. I loved God with all my 
possessions. And with all my soul has not yet been examined of me. The time has come 
for me to 'love God with all my sour and the time of reciting the Sh 'mt1 has come and 
my mind isn't distracted [i.e. isn't tom away from concentrating on the Sh 'ma]. Because 
of this I recite and laugh." He did not stop speaking until his soul flew otT. 

There are significant differences between the version recorded here and the 

narrative in the Bm·li. To begin with, there is no recording of a conversation between 

30 Michael Fishbane. The Kiss C?f God, 70. 
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Akiba and Pappus, and thereby. no explanation for why Akiba is imprisoned. While the 

B"'·li suggests that Akiba is arrested for his resistance to the Roman edicts concerning 

Torah study. it is not clear from this wrsion why he has been placed bchind bars. This 

reprcscnts a key iJeological Jifforcncc between the Talmuds. Richard K.ilmin stresses 

this point in his article .. Rabbinic Traditions about Roman Persecutions of the Jews: A 

RcconsiJcration... I le writ.:s: 

For Babylonian rabbis. Torah study is the summum hmmm of human existence. 
For Palestinian rabbis. Torah study is only one among many important religious 
observances and practices: signi fie ant, yes. but not to the extent that it 
overshadows other religious activities as it docs for their Babylonian 
counterparts.~ 1 

The Babylonian rabbis can't imagine that a sage like Rabbi Akiba would have been killed 

for anything other than Torah study. Therefore, Akiba is depicted as brazenly resisting 

the Roman edicts by teaching Torah in public settings. 

It is clear from the framing of the narrative in the Barli that Akiba is both 

teaching his students a lesson, and through them, the reader or listener as well. No such 

frame exists in the Y crushnlmi. In fact. there are no students present in this version. It is 

Tumus Rufus who asks Akiba the question. And the question is of quite a different 

order. In the Ycrushalmi. the executioner wants to know why Akiba is laughing. No 

such emotion is present in the Barli. 

The laughter is indeed puzzling. Why docs he laugh? In response to Tumus 

Rufus' question, Akiba claims it is because he is being executed at the exact time when 

the Sh 'ma is to be recited, allowing him to finally fulfill the obligation to offer up his soul 

31 Richard Kalmin, "'Rabbinic Traditions about Roman Persecutions of the Jc,vs: A 
Reconsideration," Journal of Jewish Studies 54, I (Spring 2003), 49. 

41 



to God in love. It is only ut the hands of the enemy that Akiba is granted the possibility 

of fullilling a commandment. Because they will kill him, he can now offer up his being 

as a sacrifice to God. It is in that moment. while he recites Admwi !::Juul. he denies the 

divine authority of the Roman empire. Rather thm1 serving .is ;.1 moment of defeat, Akiba 

believes this to be the moment of his greatest triumph. As l'vfichael Fish bane proposes, 

" ... his laugh is neither un incantation nor an expression of contempt. Much more is it the 

joy of obedience. a transligurcd joy that allows Akiba to transcend physical pain:•-'~ 

Joy experienced ut the moment of one· s gn:atcst sacri lice is a theme that 

reappears in the Hebrew chronicles of the Crusades. These martyrs arc continually 

described as .. happy"' and full of••joy··: ··Jlappy arc wc if wc fulfill llis will, and happy is 

he who is slain or slaughtered and who dies attesting the Oneness of His Name .... for 

such a one ,1vorld of darkness is exchanged for a world of light, a world of sorrow for one 

of joy."33 However, we should keep in mind that this may well be the conscious 

adaptation by those chroniclers of an older literary motif. and not a straightforward 

representation of what "'really .. happened, historically speaking. 

Returning to the story of Akiba for a moment. why did he believe that love of 

God required such a sacrifice'? Additionully. was Akiba's sacrifice unique. and if it was, 

why did others not offer up their lives in the same way'? Is love of God through death 

mandatory or optional'? I will now address these questions. 

The first question is the easiest to answer. As I have already argued, the notion 

that loving God with all one's soul includes death was already a part of the tradition. It 

n Fishbane, The Kiss of God, 69. 
33 Shlomo Eidelberg, t~ans. and ed., "The Chronicle of Solomon bar Simson," TheJeH·s 
and the Crusaders, (Hoboken: Ktav Publishing, I 996) 31. 
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was already within the realm of possibility. lmme<liately preceding the story of Akiba·s 

death in Brae/wt 61 b. ,,·c find the following teaching attributed to him: 

"'with all your soul' - even if God carries away your soul." 

This is the same phrase. except for the missing pronoun. that we encountered in 

both the Mishnah and the ToseJia. Two conclusions arc possible. One is that the teaching 

in the Mishnah and Tose/ia arc attribut.ible to Rabbi Akiba. Another option is that the 

teaching became attached to Akiba ·s name because of his sacrificial death. In either case, 

the idea that loving God included death was beginning to emerge as part Tamwilic: 

literature. 

The story of Akiba begs the question - arc we meant to die for the 

commandments'? If we cannot obey the commandments, must we choose to die rather 

than transgress? ls this what God demands of us through the words ''lo\'e Adonai your 

God with all your soul"'! The answer is found in a sugya from the Talmud Bm·li 

Sanhedrin 74a: 

1;,:, :,,.,::i ;irm n":i zi,'7l7:J ,1~;,, iJ~"J :p,~i:i• i:J ,,~~iZI· "::11 cit:.-·~ iJMi" ":11 1~i,,:: 

'1?'11 ;'i1i ;ni:J!i'I'~ f1i1 ,;,,;,, l;JKi 11:J~r - ;,i;'in ?K1 ii:J::J tl1Nl;J r1~iK tlK :iiU'l:lttl mi':J:!i' 

,, ,,~N OK'i::l r::~ :'7Nl71:i:r ':li ,~K .N .. ::n K:i, '?K, :iii :i1i:lli1 .r::r~, m:r~i·, r,r,::; 
+/n"•/ :i":, Kii?'i+ ,~,, ,,~,n -;,i;-r ?Ki ,,:i~•:i.,• rm :.,:m ?Ni ;iir ;,1,::1::; ,,::1li' 01N? 

,,,nn x,, +:l":, Niv•i+ ,~,, ,,~,n -N"O:ii:j:J. ,,.:jN ,,:, ... c;'i:i m~•iu' N?i - c;i:i 'iii 
• "niil1i'J1 .,iL'1j:' CiL' m, 

Rabbi Yohanan said in the name of Rabbi Shimon son of Yehotzadak: they voted and 
decided in the attic of the House of Natzah in Lod: .. all the sins that are in the Torah, if 
they say to a man 'sin and we won't kill you,' transgress and you won't be killed, except 
for idol worship, illicit sexual relations and the spilling of blood." And can you transgress 
the sin to not worship idols? It was taught in a baraita: Rabbi Ishmael said: "from where 
do we learn that if someone says to a man, 'worship these idols and you won't be killed,' 
he can worship then and won't be killed'! Torah says 'and live by them; (Leviticus 18:5) 
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and not die by them. Is it possible C\'Cn in public'! Tornh says ·You shall not profane My 
holy name. that I may be sanctified: (Leviticus 22:3:?)." 

The opening statement of this sugrn states that one can break every 

commandment on punishment of death. except for idol worship. illicit sexual relations 

and murder. It appears that in the majority of cases. it is better to trnnsgrcss rather than 

sacrifice one"s lifo for the sake of the conunandmcnts. We arc not meant to die for the 

commandments but. as the \'asc from Lc,·iticus states. we are meant to live by them. 

However, as we shall soon sec, the debate docs not end here. 

The haraita from Rabbi Ishmael needs to be explained. I le argues that one can 

engage in idol worship. in response to a death threat. but only if the transgression will 

happen in priYatc. Although we arc meant to li\'C by the commandments, the Torah still 

holds that God's name cannot be violated and must be sanctified ••in the midst of the 

Israelite people." (Lev. 22:32) "In the midst" refers to the public domain. If a Jew were 

to pray to an idol in the public square. this would be the opposite of sanctifying God's 

name among the Israelites-it would be a profanation of the Name. 

Howc\'er, Rabbi Ishmael's reading of the law is rejected. We continue reading 

the .rngya from Sanhedrin: 

,,-~N - ,r.:1-:,·;-; Jil7i!.,'::l 7::lN • ,r.:::..-·;-; m,·z.·:i K"?i:,' ~,~ iJZ.' ~, :jm1" ·:::i, ,r.:K ~r.: .. , ::l7 ~J"IN ":::l 

,,r.:N N7 ',r.:v:i j1!,'i!l::l N?t-' 17":lN :j.m,· ·::i, ,r.:~ r:r, Nm, •:::i • 71:Jl7' 'iN1 ~7;p ;'i?j? :i1lr.: 
7r.:N - ?:i"ip ;,i~r.: "N~ - . 71::l:r "iN1 ~ 1ii" ;'l"ij;, :i1~~ 17"~K - N"O;'i7~::l ?:JN ,N!i"J"~:::l N?N 

ir.:N :Jj?:1' ":17 ,r.:N - ?N"C;'17~ ;i~:::i, JCKc~, Nnj?7:\i' ""1Jit..'? 17':lN :::i, 7~N pmt• 7::l N::17 

.c1N ".l::l :i,-:znn~ :,n,m::, N•o;-;iE> 1"N :1Jni" 'Ji 

For when Rav Dimi came, he said in the name of R. Yohanan: "this was taught only if 
there was no royal decree of persecution [forcing Israel to transgress their religion], but 
during the time of a royal decree of persecution, even for a minor commandment, one 
should be killed rather than violate it." When Rabin arrived, he said in the name of R. 
Yohanan: "even without a royal decree of persecution, it was said only regarding 'in 
private,' but in public, even for a minor mitzvah one should be killed rather than violate 
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it." What is a minor mitzvah'! Rava son of Rav Isaac said in the name of Rav: .. even to 
change one's shoe strnp." And how m.my people make it public'? Rabbi Jacob said in the 
name of Rabbi Yohanan: .. it is not public if there arc less than IO people." 

Rav Dimi claims that when the ruling kingdom persecutes the Jews, making it 

illegal for them to faithfully follow their rdigion. they arc obligated to die rather than be 

caught transgressing even a minor comnumdmcnt. Rabin adds further. declaring that 

even when no such tkcree of persecution exists. you must accept death over transgressing 

even a minor conunundmcnt in public. 

This sugyu from Sm1hedri11 demonstrates that the rabbinic authorities held a 

difference of opinion in degn:e regarding martyrdom. Whik some claimed. like Dimi 

and Rabin, that it is incumbent upon a kw to sacri ficc himscl f for the sake of even minor 

commandments. there ,uc others. like Rabbi Ishmael. who argued that martyrdom was 

only required in the case of idolatry, murder and illicit sexual relations committed in 

public. However, the Bm·li docs not leave Rabbi Ishmael's statement as a valid option. It 

rejects his argument; the opinion of the Talmud remains that one must be willing to die 

rather than commit a transgression, even a minor one, in public. However, it is still not 

clear if the rabbis in Sunhedrin would advocate death for Torah study. Torah study is a 

positive commandment and the .rngrn seems to be discussing the transgression of 

ncgati\'c commandments. Since love of God requires fulfillment of the commandments, 

one must be wil1ing to die rather than transgress any mit=mh in pubic to demonstrate that 

love. 

Rabbi Akiba believed that love of God required a sacrifice of life for the sake of 

all the commandments. Abraham Joshua l-leschel described Akiba in the following way: 

In Rabbi Akiva 's heart burned a boundless love for God. How should one love 
God? Rabbi Akiva answered by interpreting: ·Therefore do maidens love you .. 
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(Song of Songs I :3) - read not alumot ···maidcns.··• but ·m/ mot· - unto death." 
lie preached sdf-sacrilicc and martyrdom in public .... Self-sacrifice was not 
optional but mandatory. It was taught in Rabbi Akiva's school: "[God says.] I 
brought you out of Egypt on condition that you should lay down your li\'cs for the 

"fi , t•'1 .. l~ sanctl tcatton o 1,, y name. · 

But I kschel also points out that not all the rabbinic authorities agreed with Akiba. I le 

brings in numerous examples to pro\'e this point. Quoting from the Babylonian Talmud, 

B""" Kammu 6 la. l lcschd writes: 

Perhaps the harshest rebuke to Rabbi Aki\'a·s approach has been preserved in the 
following statement: "This has been transmitted to me from the Court of Law 
presided over by Samuel of Ramah, that no lwlaklw may be quoted in the name of 
one who surrenders himself to martyrdom for the sake of words of Torah," JS 

Citing a passage from the Slmei Lu/wt Ha-Berit. lleschel writes: 

There developed a prevailing \'iew that offering onc·s life as a sacrifice on the 
altar of martyrdom was not an obligation. "On the contrary. if one could flee 
from danger. or ransom one's lifo in any way possible. even by relinquishing all 
of one's wealth. one should choose that path and not be killcd."~6 

Maimonides argues something similar in his Epistle on .\l,w~rrdom, written to the 

Jewish communities of North Africa in response to the Muslim Almohad persecutions of 

the I th century. He urged the Jewish communities to flee the persecution and live in a 

land that would allow one to li\'c out one's Judaism publicly and freely, much like 

Maimonides· own family did. fleeing the Iberian Peninsula to eventually settle in what is 

now Egypt. The following is taken from his Epistle: 

What I counsel myself, and what I should like to suggest to all my friends and 
everyone that consults me, is to leave these places and go to where he can practice 
religion and fultill the Law ,vithout compulsion or fear. Let him leave his family 
and his home and all he has, because the divine Law that He bequeathed to us is 

34 Abraham Joshua Heschcl, Hem·en(r Toruh: As Rejh1cted through the Generations, ed. 
and trans. by Gordon Tucker and Leonard Levin, (New York: Continuum, 2005),145-
146. 
35 Ibid., 147. 
36 Ibid., 146. 
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more valuable than the ephemeral. worthless incidcntals that the intellectuals 
scorn.:17 

Throughout this exploration, different strands havl.! emerged. In the worldvicw of 

the Bm·li, Torah study is worth dying for. For th!.! sake of lo\'ing God, it legitimately can 

lead to martyrdom, as exemplified by Akiba. In addition. the .rngrn in Sanhedrin 74a 

emphasized the need to die rather than transgress the negati\'c commandments in public. 

Although Rabbi Ishmael raised nn nltcnrntive viewpoint. that one only nci:<ls to submit to 

death if required to tr:msgrcss the sins of idol worship. illicit sexual relations, and murder 

in public, he is rejected by the sugyah. A few centuries later. Maimonides urges others to 

flee from the Almolmd persecutions rather than commit to con\'crsion or death. 

As these sources demonstrate. lo\'c of God is intricately bound up with notions of 

martyrdom for the sake of the commandments. It is difficult to examine the notion of love 

of God through death without also delving into questions surrounding sanctification of 

God's name. Kiddush Ha-shem was one way people demonstrated their love for God. It 

was better to die an observant Jew rather than transgress God's law, a sign of disloyalty. 

As we begin to look at later medieval sources, we will notice how closely connected 

these two threads arc. 

As stated earlier in this chapter, Rabbi Akiba becomes the rabbinic model. par 

excellence. for loving God .. with all one's soul." During the First Crusade of I 096, many 

Jews killed themselves and their children rather than submit to the forced conversions of 

the Christian Crusaders. The Chronide <?lSo/0111011 Bur Simson tells this brutal tale, and 

within its pages, records how the martyrs were acting, consciously, in imitation of Akiba: 

37 Abraham Halkin and David Hartman, Crisis and Leade,:'ihip: Epistles of Maimonides. 
{Philadelphia: JPS, 1985), 31. 
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\Ve shall offor ourselves as a sacrifice to the Lon.I. as a whole-burnt-offering to 
the ~fost lligh One, u sacrifice upon the altar of God. Then we shall enter the 
World-that-is-All Day. the Garden of Eden ... We shall sit there amongst the 
pillars of the world and dine in the company uf the righteous in the Garden _of 
Eden. and we shall be in the company of Rabbi Aki bu and his companions:'8 

They believed that upon arriving in Pnradisc. they would meet Rabbi Akiba. For Akiba 

had submitted to the knifo in similar fashion and inherited the World to Come, thanks to 

his sacrifice. "Repeatedly in the chronicles. the righteous who arc willing to die for the 

sanctification of thi.: name arc compared to Akiba. who expressed his lo\'e of God by 

allowing his lifr to bc tukcn:•.w I lowc\'cr. thcrc is one crucial difference between Akiba's 

actions and those martyrs of the First Crusade. Akiba submitted to the torture of his 

Roman oppressors: it was di:ath they wanted from him. llowc\'er. the Jews of the 

Rhineland committed mass suicide and slaughtered their children: their death was a result 

of their own hands. The Christian Crusaders wanted the Jews to convert, and not to die. 

In his book Go,/, Humanity, and Histm:r. Robert Chazan delves deeply into an 

analysis of the Hcbrc,v Crusader narratives. comparing them with earlier Jewish 

traditions of martyrology. He argues that the Jewish communities of the Rhineland 

needed to link their acts to the behavior of Jewish figures such as Akibu and Abraham in 

order to legitimate the kngths to which they would go to avoid conversion to 

Christianity. He writes: 

... association of the First Crusade hero figun:s with their predecessors served to 
erase any questions that might be raised 0\'Cr their radical martyrological 
behaviors. If the martyrs of I 096 \..-ere recapitulating the actions of prior Jewish 

:.s Eide Iberg, ''The Chronicle of Solomon bar Simson," 56. 
39 Elliot R. Wolfson, "Martyrdom, Eroticism and Asceticism in Twelfth-Century 
Ashkenazi Piety," JeH"s and Chrisrians in Twe(fth-Cemwy Europe, Eds. Michael A. 
Signer and John Van Engen, (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1991 ), 184. 
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stalwarts. then ob\'iously their behaviors - howc\'cr unprecedented and radical 
they might seem - were more thanjustificd.-1o 

Chazan continues by pointing out key difforcnccs in the narrative frame of the 

Akiba story ,1s comp.in:<l to the Crusader chronicks. Clm,rnn urgucs that the picture we 

ha\'e of the situation of 1096 is "more realistic. more human. more conllictcd. and 

ultimately more hcroic:·41 Whereas the Akiba narrative ends with the promise of eternal 

life. placing God at the center of the story. the Crusader chronicles ha,·e no such 

reference. The narrators of these stories "rcuularlv l.!xnrcss con\'iction that their heroes in 
"' • I' 

fact superseded these predecessors ... -1~ 

Notions of manyrdom also found their way into Ashkemdc: law codes of the 

medieval era. Rabbi Isaac of Corbcillc. a 13•h century lwle1khist living in France, penned 

the code Se/er Amudei Go/ah. otherwise known as Sefer Mir=mt Kutan (Scmwk). He Hsts 

love of God as the third commandment, under a general category of commandments 

which are dependent on the heart. The following is the relevant excerpt: 

,:::i:::i, 1::i::i, ,::,::i T':i'N ':i nK n:i:iKi ('i 0"7::11) J"n:n:::i ::i, ,::i:i :,"::ip:, ,-.;; ,~-.;; :i,:n,, 
c,,:::i, iitl:>J ,.,,:!1 Jt:m"-.;; • 7rz.,·::iJ 1?:i::J. .... :i::l:iN~ N7iJ:i n1,:ili K":1 n, . 71,Ko ,:::i:n lilt"!:lJ 

0"1:i:1:1 (1":; 1"11:iJO) i.:r-m:n w,•i·!:li .1i:t"!:l:i. m::io ·r::1il-'J Kii:i:i m~?.l nw,•::;7.l 1'J7.l" N?i:l 
71'1 ,,:i:r :illJ~:i m~1J 7KiL-'1 .,,:n,·" ,Ki :.i:i• iili.Ji:i ,,·:::ix, . □ "7.l1 m::,·::iiZ.7, nr,ii· .,,,.,,., 

:,::;J~::l (1"::i· r,1;'iJO) ,,r.Kiz..' ;'i7.)1 .... 71:l!i'" K?iz..' m,·on .i111j '7::lK .(l;"ii7" CK (:i,l7;"l" 

:.,ji., n, ,::: ,,·:i:::;,, ri::in~:i ,:ix , ,~~::i· nK:l:i '7•::i-;:;·J :i:;.·,::i· ·1:.:,c·:::, 1j":i ,;;i;"i" ?Ki ,,J~r 
(UK.i10!:l0K '?1j;'iV '?K7iZ,·•? ji"? 77:K1 ·,;; Ki:i:7 7~Kj?1 (K"::Jj? ~1) m~J•lj ii'K7i .,,::i~r "iK1 

,,p-.;; ,, ,~N DK ?:::!K .:.7:'1" ,N, ,,:i:.r ,, x.:i,·~v K? "N1 "tu,,·n o,p .,,w, KT!Jtt/J 

7~K i?":JN l;,N7ill" :i7i.it':1 'J:JJ 1J"":i1 N"C:i7!:l::l OKl • 71:J:i'" ,xi l7;'1" K7;'iJ1, "1iL'1 ?\110!:lON 

z:r,umv :iliillJ ,,.!:lx i7.li?::i , 7i·::iJ ,:::i:1 ,Nl",m" N"Jiv'"' . ,,::i::;" ,N, ,. ,:,, •xm•n □,it ,,tz1 
;'i":iill NJ.,j;'li' "J7J (N"O m:>7J) 1J"~1jiZ.," i~:::, 1l11K 1nJ:iNJ 1K11J 11J~;, 1:,,~7.l iiZl!:l:i. C"J"1X 

.;-,~itt'J ri,"t::J mnv:i inN:i ,.,,K~ 

40 Robert Chazan, God, Hw1wni(l' and HistOJ)'.' The Hehrew First Crnsade Narratiws. 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 175. 
41 Ibid., 187. 
42 'b"d J t • 
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To love the name of the Holy One. blessed be lie. with all one's heart, as it is written 
••You shall love A<lonai your God with all your hem1. and with alt your soul, and with all 
your might" (Oeut 6:5) .... '"With all your soul .. - so you will consider your soul as 
nothing and you won·t prc\'Clll yourself from doing the commandments of the Creator 
because of the dnngcr to your soul, an<l the intl!rprctation of thl! rabbis in Sanhedrin 74a -· 
In idol worship. illicit sexual relations. and the spilling of blood. and even in private. be 
killed and do not transgress, tmd the rest of the mitz\'ot in priniti.!, onl.! can transgress and 
not be killed. if one wants. but from the ml!asurc ofml!rcy. don"t transgress .... 

And what was written (in S.mhedrin 7-fa)~ in private you may transgress and not be killed. 
This only applies when the gentile dol!s this for the purpos.: of his own pleasure. but if his 
intention is to cause [the Jew] to transgress his rl!ligion. be kilkd and do not sin. There is 
evidence from >'emmot 121 b: a non-Jew said to un Israelite 'cut some grass on Shubbat 
and throw it to my cattle, and if not. I will kill you· - transgress and do not be killed, but 
if he said to you to cut the grass and throw it into the ri\'er, be killed and do not 
transgress, and if in public. that is before 10 Israelites, even if he says to throw it to his 
animals, be killed and do not transgress . 

.. With all one's soul .. as it says even at the hour that the enemies take his life from him, 
serve your Creator and love Him, like we found with Rabbi Akiba who was lengthening 
with '"one•· at the hour his soul was leaving. ( Brachot 61 b) 

Rabbi Yitzhak records what we ha\'c seen in previous sources. He cites material 

from tractate Brae/wt regarding the death of Rabbi Akiba, and from trnctatc Sanhedrin 

regarding the requirements for martyrdom for the sake of love of God. When he 

interprets .. with all one's sour· to mean one should do the mit=mt in spite of the danger 

to one's soul. he sounds very similar to Bl!n Azzai in Tosejia Brac/101 6:7 who interpreted 

to "h 'c/10/ ,u!f.\·heclw" to mean giving one's soul for the sukc of the commandments. 

He also codifies the role that gentile intention has on the requirement of 

martyrdom. Basing himself on a .rngya from J'emmot 121 b, he argues that the stated 

intention of the non-Jew is important in determining whether martyrdom is warranted:B 

If the gen tile's express intention is to cause the Jew to abandon his religion, then one 

must be willing to be killed, rather than transgress, whether in public or private. If, 

.43 Material is also found in Sanhedrin 74b. 
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however, the gentile is asking the Jew to brcuk u negative commandment so the gentile 

can benefit, he may transgress the mit:rnh. but only in prirnte. In a quorum of IO Jcv,·ish 

males, the law must still be upheld and death is the only response. Maimonides. also 

basing himself on the Talmud, makes a similar claim in his Mis/melt Torah. Hilclwt 

Yesoclai Haroral, 5:2-3 and his Epistle 011 ,\lartynlom. I lowcva. the Rambam adds that 

in the time of a decree of pi.:-rsccution against the Jews. one should be willing to <lie rather 

than transgress cn!n in the company of gentiles. 

While Jewish leaders penned four chronich:s of the Crusade cxpcricncc.i.i that 

attested to the Jews· willingness to die for Go<l. no such historical evidence exists 

regarding the Muslim Almohad persecutions of the l 2'h century or the Spanish 

Inquisition of I 492. It appears that the Jews of this era either accepted conversion or 

expulsion in response to their Muslim and Christian oppressors. Therefore, we ha\'e 

come to associate this type of martyrdom, as exemplified by Akiba and the Jews of the 

Rhineland, only with an Ashkcnuzi Jewish tradition. However. textual evidence exists 

from the Sephardi world that pro\"CS otherwise. 

In response to the Muslim Al mo had persecutions of the Jewish communities 

living in the Iberian Peninsula and North Africa. Maimonides penned his Epistle on 

Alurt1 nlom. 

Writing in response to a rabbi who had argued that those Jews who had con\'erted 

under duress should not continue to obey the mit=rnt, claiming that to do so would 

constitute a double sin, conversion being the first, the Rambam claimed that these actions 

were not in fact sins at all. However, Maimonides still upheld the law that one must die 

.;.; See Eide Iberg, The JeH:'i and the Crusaders. 
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rather than commit the sins of illicit sexual relations. idolatry, and murder. But, in 

addition to the fact that he llid not consider a speech act. as required by a Muslim 

conversion, to bc idol worship. he also urgucd that onc should not be Cllt off from the 

Jewish people if one converted under duress: "Even if he worships idols under duress his 

soul will not be cut on: and he is certainly not executed by court cmtcr.''°'5 Of course, in a 

post-Talmudic era. there would have been no heit din capable of punishing a Jew by 

execution. 

While Maimonides approved of martyrdom in general. for the purposes of 

kiddush lw-shem. he was not a vociferous advocate for it. I le explains: 

Anyone who suffered martyrdom in order not to acknowledge the apostleship of 
"that man." [~uhammad] the only thing that can be said of him is that he has 
done what is good and proper. and that God holds great reward in store for him. 
His position is very high, for he has gi\'cn his life for the sanctity of God, be He 
exalted and blessed. But if anyone comes to ask me whether to surrender his life 
or acknowledge, I tell him to confess and not choose death.'u, 

Maimonides saw another option: moving to a place where one could freely uphold the 

commandments. He argues that if one is capable of leaving but refuses because of .. his 

attachments .. or the .. dangers of a sea voyage .... [heJ must look upon himself as one who 

profanes God's name. not exactly willingly, but almost so:•·P 

Maimonides strikes a balancl! between the lwlaklw and other prudent political 

calculations. Should he tell the Jewish community of their obligation to accept death or 

steer another course and save Jewish lives'! Or. would the decision to convert leave the 

Jewish community weakened in the face of their mightier oppressors? As David 

Hartman writes: 

45 Halkin and Hartman, Crisis cmd Leadership: Epistles c?f"Maimonides, 29. 
46 Ibid., 30. 
47 Ibid., 33. 
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Maimonides decided to challenge the rabbi's halnkhic judgment and to fortify the 
Moroccan Jews by arguing that martyrdom was not absolutely required under the 
particular conditions of this persecution .... ~faimonidcs and the rabbi were forced 
to make a practical political judgment of whether choosing not to net heroically in 
the existing situation might create sociul conditions lending to the disappearance 
of the community . ..is 

\Vhik we do not ha\'C documcntution tlrnt Jews did in fact kill themselves in 

response to these persecutions in Scpharard. we do lu.n·c proof that thi: lenders of tht! 

Spanish Jewish community Ii ttcd up love of God through death as a model they should 

consider. 

,\legil/at Amprap/,e/ is one such example. Written by Rabbi Abraham bcn Eliezer 

Halcvi, a Spanish Kahbalist and exile from the expulsion in 1492. this discourse "is a 

tremendous testimonial from the time of the Inquisition to the attempt of Jewish leaders 

to exhort their communities to remain steadfast before the threats and tonnents besetting 

them:·..19 Refusing to gi\'c into the demands of his oppressor, the Jew offers up his life, 

out of his love, in sanctification of the divine name. The following excerpt, located near 

the end of the Alegil/ah, provides a glimpse into the rhetoric surrounding the 

commandment to love God through a martyr's death. The text portrays love of God as a 

protective armor against the suffering and pain of torture and death: 

It would seem that it is with respect to the soul of the martyr who devotes his soul 
to God- who persists in love of I lim, dies in the midst of the wicked, and gives 
his body to the pyre .... For the lo\'c of her Belo\'ed her body falls to pieces 
[pernqim per'1qim] in the terrible trials wreaked upon it. ... But God, the Lord of 
peace, for love of whom she suffers all this. looks down from His [heavenly] 
dwelling and says of the righteous [martyr] whose soul is ascending to Him: 
"Behold, you are pure and upright!" ... 
Then the righteous [martyr] answers his Creator: " ... Remember the lo\'c with 
which I have loved You, for even if they kill me for love of You, I shall not feel 
it, 'for love is as strong as death' [Songs 8:6] .... And even if they burn me and cast 

48 Ibid., 50. 
49 Fishbane, Kiss of God, 53. 
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me into the fiery fumace. this too is nothing compared to my lo\'C of You, for my 
love of You is a wonder wrought upon me and bums within me like llaming 
torches. 'the llashes thereof arc llashcs of tire, a \'Cry llamc of the Lord' [Song 
8:6). How. then. could my soul suffer from tlrnt little tire when the mighty flame 
of lo\'e for You bums mightily within me'! And ·great' tortures and horrors, 
which arc like '\\'ater,' ·cannot quench· the !lame of my 'love' [Songs 8:7]. And 
though torment come as a 'tluod' [Songs 8:7]. the spirit of the Lord inspires me to 
<le\'otc myscl f to You. I am not speaking nf my property or wealth, for wealth is 
less than nothing. and if anyone should boast that he gave 'all the substance of his 
house for lo\'e. · those who arc perfected. those who come bd'orc God. ·would 
surely scorn him" [Songs 8:7] - for this is without value to whose who hold the 
treasures of the world in contempt:·· But there is something that one may truly 
boast of - that he de\'otes his body to the pyre and all the other terrible tortures I 
spoke about. For such a one will God deem true und place him as a seal upon His 
• I ,o rig 1t arm ... · 

With an exegetical reading of Song of Songs 8:5-7. hen Eliezer Halevi creates a 

dialogue between God und the martyred soul. As the soul rises up to the heavens. God 

welcomes the martyr with words of praise, bestowing upon it an appellation of purity. 

The martyred soul responds with a declaration of his love for God, with a long list of 

ways that the tortures and pain inflicted by the fire of his inquisitors cannot be felt due to 

the encompassing to,'e he feels for Admwi. The reward for such a sacrifice is to serve as 

the seal upon God"s right arm. 

Love of God through death can also be achieved through study and prayer. When 

historical circumstances did not allow for this levd of devotion, Jewish texts recorded 

practices that allowed one to demonstrate love of God e1s if one were suffering a martyr's 

death. For example, Yosef 'Omer= \\Titten by Rabbi Yoscf Yuzpc Hahn, a German rabbi 

who lived in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, is a collection of liturgical and other 

such practices. He explains how the study of the laws of martyrdom is equal to a real 

death for the love of God: 

so Ibid., 55-57. 
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In addition to this [foregoing] reason (for teaming the rules of nmrtyrdom], there 
is, in my opinion. a gre.itcr one: that u person should learn those laws upon which 
the foundation of our faith depends: for [their very name proves this, since] they 
arc called [the laws for the] sanctification of the Name. Accordingly. whoever 
studies them in all their details and devotes himself in lo,·c for the sanctification 
of I !is great Name. then this theoreticul rccollection and acceptance will be 
considercd us a deed in foct - in acconfonce with what the sages have said 
concerning whoever studies the [biblical] portions of sacrifices .... Because there 
arc indeed a number of comnmndmcnts that certain persons will never be 
obligated to pcrfonn. these will be accounted in his favor if he [but] studies their 
laws mtd uftirms to fulfill them if necessary .... This acceptance will be deemed a 
deed in fact. In just this way <lid the sages expound the [biblical] verse ·For Your 
sake arc we killed all day long· in the [Midrash] Sf/j·e, [saying.] 'And is it 
conceivable that one be killed e\'cry day'? Rather. [the sense is] that should one 
accept upon himself daily to sanctify 11\s great Name. it will be accounted as [if 
he were] a sheep [led] to the slaughter:· 1 

Study of the laws of martyrdom turns death into an actuality. It is as if you have offered 

yourself to God in lo\'e for the purposes of sanctifying the Holy Name. A precedent for 

this already existed. In the Talmud, the sages stipulated that the study of the laws of 

sacrifice, no longer possible due to the destruction of the Temple, was an acceptable 

substitution for fulfilling the commandment.51 So it is with love of God through death. 

Alyssa Gray makes a similar case in her article analyzing various .mgyot from the 

Palestinian Talmud. She argues that the editors of the Talmud have appropriated martyr 

language regarding the study of Torah: 

... the editor has effccti\·dy redefined martyrdom language to refer to deep. fully 
engaged, physically wearying study of Torah. Although the phrase 'study of 
Torah' is not employed, the Yerushalmi employs the phrase 'wearing oneself out 
over the Torah· to mean study .... the editor signals his agreement with the notion 
of 'silent martyrdom' - a rabbi ,vho wearies himself O\'er the study of Torah is, in ., 
effect, a martyr.'· 

51 Ibid., 76. 
52 Tu/mud Bavli, Me11C1l10t 11 Oa. 
53 Alyssa M. Gray "A Contribution to the Study of Martyrdom and Identity in the 
Palestinian Talmud," Journal <?f'Je1rish Studies 54, 2 (Autumn 2003), 262. 
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Michael Fishbanc highlights how prayer cun complete the obligation to love God 

in <lea th. explaining the proper procedure for the recitation of the SI, 'ma: 

... one must recite the opening proclmnution of unity and the succeeding 
determination to lo\'c God with 'all your soul' with absolute sincerity. Since the 
last cluuse wus undoubtedly understood in the Akin111 sense. ·c,cn if I le takes 
your soul.· the n:quircmcnt is thut one should recite the prayer as if (ke 'i/u) one 
wen! gi\'ing up ont?'s soul at that \'t~ry moment (and also intending to do so in fact. 
circumstances pcnnitting). Performt?d this way. the verbal utterance would tliltill 
the physicnl mit:rnh.~4 

The combination of prayer with intention cannot be missed. Words become acts, as long 

as the proper kanmah is present. 

For the kabbalists. the notion thut study of law could be equivalent to carrying out 

the law was central to thl!ir doctrine of the transmigration of the soul. As recorded in the 

They [the Kabbalists] said that a person could not acquire perfection without 
fulfilling [all ofl the 613 commandments: and were he to omit even one of the 
commandments of God his supernal garn1ent would be wanting, and he would 
ha Ye to return to the round of rebirth unti I he had performed al I 613 
commandmcnts ... .lf one were to study such laws. and dctcnnine to fulfill them if 
the occasion should arise ... this [theorcticul] acceptance would be accounted a 
deed in fact. 55 

In the kabbalistic doctrine of reincarnation, one·s soul can only be released from the 

cycle of rebirth if the "supernal ganncnt" that will clothe the soul is completed. 

However, that is contingent upon the fulfillment of all 6 I 3 commandments. Therefore. 

the notion that study of a gi\'cn law was equal to its execution was crucial for the 

kabbalists. Without this doctrine, their souls would never be capable of achieving final 

salvation. "For the mit:rnh of sanctification of God's name, the solution provided was 

54 Fishbanc, Kiss o(God, 77. 
·5 . 
~ Ibid., 78. 
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ritual study of the rules of martyrdom and proper nmrtyrological meditations - the 

readiness to die lbr love of God --- during prayer ... ~<, 

Rabbi ~foshc de Leon. a thirteenth century Spanish knbbalist. also discusses how 

love of God through death can be fullillcd in prayer. In his s,~fi.'r H"-Rimmon, he writes: 

E\'ery person who lo\'es his Creator. \\ hen ever he reaches the verse "and you shall 
love (etc.)" in the recitation of the SI, 'ma. should direct his mind and thoughts 
toward lo,·c for his Maker. as if [kl! 'i/11] he were giving up his soul for I lis sake in 
love. with absolute sincerity. and accepting deuth upon himself. And it is 
obligatory upon cuch person to rcsol\'e [lit., .. dctenninc": ligmor be-11q/.\·/10] this 
matter daily. And this is like what [the sages meant when] they said, "For Your 
sake we are killed all day long. and regarded as sheep for the slaughter.'' And how 
splendid if he employs this intention daily in love for his Maker and devotes his 
soul for His sake, as we have said. and I le. may He be blessed, wants intention [in 
worship].n 

At the moment when the worshipper utters "\''a/w\'la et uclonai e/ohedw ... b 'cho/ 

nt{(sheclw:· he must imagine that he is dying for his God. The Sh 'mu "is then as much a 

preparation for saintly death as it is a credo of Ii ving love of God. The ritual recitation is 

thus an intcriorization of death, such that the true de\'otcc is already in Ii fe a spiritual 

martyr in deed."~li Twice daily, the worshipper can fulfill the commandment to love God 

through the offering of one's soul. Prayer is a means to fulfilling this commandment. 

While love of God through death. realized either as actual death or via prayer and 

study, is a commandment worth observing for its ov,·n sake. th!! literature dt!scribt.::s two 

advantages to its fulfillment. One such reward is atonement. The other is ultimate unity 

,vith God. Ben Eliczcr Ha-Levi writes in the Megillat Amprophel that the proper 

recitation of the Sh 'ma can lead to atonement for one's sins: 

~6 Ibid., 78-79. 
57 Ibid., 10 I. 
5~ Ibid., 102. 
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... if a person recites the Sil 'ma both morning and C\'c and sets his mind with a 
correct and focused intention when he recites the Ion! of God ·s Name and its 
unity. and dctcnnincs in his heart L~omer he-libho] to devote to I lim his body and 
soul and wife and children and to love I lim with all his heart and all his soul and 
all his might, e,·en when he prostrates himself in prayer, al1er he has stood alive 
during the Amidah prayer, and to confess his sins and say, '"I commit my soul to 
You. 0 Lord"' [Psalm 25: 1 ], and he deposits his soul with his God, and his God 
bears his soul and spirit and gathers his breath to l limsclf, as if he wen: going to 
his eternal home - truly that person has a share in Li fc and will go to the Light by 
the Light of Life .... [for such a person] cnm those sins which would go unatoned 
until the day of his death arc atoned for at that time: fur he has truly determined in 
his heart [gamar he-lihho] and de\'Otcd himself to his God ns if he were dead 
[ke 'i/11 mei1]. gone and annihilated from this world. 5<J 

The worshipper's simulated death atones for sins that otherwise would ha\'e remained 

unforgiven <luring his lifetime. 

Yet in kabbalistic thinking. lo\'c of God through death is one of the ways to 

achieve unity with the Godhead. the central goal of the kabbalist's life. Rabbi Meir Ibn 

Gabbai, a sixteenth century kabbalist, wrote in his treatise, 'Amdat lw-Qodesh. the 

following: 

Rabbi Akiba ... de\'oted himself to the sanctification of the Name out of love, this 
being the most complete unity. for his soul departed at "One.'' ... And thus the love 
of the companion [1·e 'u] for his Companion [re 'elm] should go so far as to remove 
the division which separates them, [so as] to be present with Him •face to face' 
and to cleave to Him steadfastly. And for this reason he should devote his body, 
which impedes this conjunction. to be sacrificed before Him: and then his spirit 
shall cleave to the spirit of His Companion [re 'e/111]. 'the one touching [masiquot] 
the Other· [Ezekiel 3: 13]. And the two [of them] will then be one entity (ke/u/): 
and this is [the true meaning of the phrase] 'a great principle [kelal] in the 
Torah.60 

This exegesis is based on a mystical reading of Leviticus 19: 19 -- "you shall love your 

neighbor as yourself'-- whereby the neighbor in this analogy is God. You love God 

until He becomes "as yourself' - as one. The body is an impediment to achieving unity 

~" Ibid., 79-80. 
60 Ibid., 81. 
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with God. By loving God through death. onc·s soul reaches God ••face-to-face." Notice 

also how Rabbi Akiba is again held up as an example of sanctification of the Name. 

In his examination or the Crusadcr chronicles. Elliot Wolfson urgucs that 

"martyrdom as thi.: ultimatc expression of lo\'C for God is intertwined with love in the 

human plane bctwecn man and woman.""1 1 lc tells the stmy of Judah bcn Abraham to 

prove his point. This man had a son. Abrnhum. who was betrothed to Sarit. Upon 

witnessing how the 11cople were slauuhterinu i.:ach other. she began to flee. Wanting to 
t.,,.; - w ,.... 

prevent her from running away and marrying anyone else. Judah kills Sarit. "The bond 

of love between Abraham and Sarit was to be secured by their mutual death:''1,.::: 

I Ic [Judah] seized her and held her outside the window and kissed her on the 
mouth and raised his voice in weeping along with the lass. He cried out loudly 
and bitterly and said to all those standing there: ··Behold. all of you. This is the 
bridal canopy of my daughter, my bride, that I make this day." ... The pious Judah 
said to her: "My daughter. come and lie in the bosom of Abraham our ancestor. 
For in one moment you shall acquire your future and shall enter the circle of the 
saintly and pious." He took her and placed her in the bosom of his son Abraham, 
her betrothed, and cut her with his sharp sword into t,vo pieces. Subsequently he 
also slaughtered his son.1,3 

The ground upon which Abraham and Sarit die becomes their c/111ppe1h. "The sacrificial 

death is thus croticizcd not only on account of the lo\'e of the martyrs express for God in 

their willingness to die. but also bccausc the lovt.! of man and woman is fully 

consummated in their shared dcath.'.t,4 Death becomes the means to express love to God 

but also to each other. 

As we have seen, love of God through death has a rich interpretative tradition 

among Jewish sources. It encompasses a devotion to God at the moment of one's natural 

61 Wolfson, "Martyrdom, Eroticism, and Asceticism," 185. 
62 Ibid., I 84 
63 Ibid., 185. 
(,4 Ibid. 
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d~ath, in addition to taking onc·s own \ill! when forced to either convert or transgress a 

commandment, in the appropriate circumstances. This latter point, though, has its 

detractors. According to some, then! can be limits tu loving God: death is not alwuys 

required. Lastly. we witncssc-d how prayer and study can lead to a ritu.ilizntion of death. 

allowing one to fultill the commandmL'nt to lo\'L' God without actually dying. Worship, 

study. and deed all allow one to fullill thi: commandment to love God "with all your 

soul" into a reality. 
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Chapter Four: Maimonides and Love of God 

While in the prc\'ious two clmph:rs we examined lo\'C of God through particular 

themes - action and death, as we discuss the mcdicrnl period, it will be useful to take a 

more systematic approach n:garding particular thinkers. This chapter examines lo\'c of 

God in the work of i\.faimonidcs. a philosopher and legal codifier of I zth century Egypt. 

Focusing on the .\lislmeh Tor<1h and the Guide t?{the Pe171fexed. l will discuss Rambam's 

argument for how the knowledge of God leads to lo\'c of God. for Rambam, it is 

through an apprehension of scientific and philosophical principles that the proper 

devotion to God is dc,·clopcd. Through the study of nature. metaphysics and Torah. love 

of God can be achieved. This chapter will also examine the Rambam·s arguments that 

much of this work must be done in seclusion. removed from the distractions of the world. 

Finally, we will also sec how Maimonides views love of God as both a commandment 

and an emotion. He describes the love of God one should feel in passionate terms, 

comparing it to one ,vho is lovesick and obsessed. He makes a claim that it is this feeling 

that will propel one to observe the mit=mt. Love can be both an act one fulfills and a 

motivator for fulfilling the rest of the commandments. 

In Hile/wt Ye.rndai Ha-Torah 2: I the Rambam explicates what he means by love 

of God. He begins by citing the biblical proof text for love of God - our verse from 

Deuteronomy 6:5: 

':, riN: ,~tu, , ,~:i,N: ':, riN: ri:J:iN:i ,~~JiZi ,rm~ :iN:1,,1 1:::1:,N:1, :,1:!l~ :im ~,1J:,1 ,:i:m, 17N: 
.Ni~ri 7,:,1,N; 

2: 1 God, the revered and honored one, it is a mitzvah to love him and fear him, as it says: 
'You shall love Adonai your God,· (Deut 6:5) and it says 'Adonai your God. you should 
fear.' (Deut. 6:13) 
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As we can sec already from this first lwlaklw. Maimonides believes that love of 

God is a commandment. Although he claims that it is also our duty to fear I lim, we will 

not examine fear of God, which. as we already stutcd in the introduction, goes beyond the 

scope of this thesis. 

After clearly stating the legal obligation to lo\'c God. Maimonides goes on to 

explain how one attains Io,·c of God: 

z:r,,,,.i1 i:r~\?!:ll;-t , .. K,,:n 1"i:i·:m:J C1N:i jJ1:JTl"w· ;-::;~::J JilK1"1 U,:Ji1N':' ,,,:, N,:, 1N"i11 

;,,,,,. ;·mm ;·mm~, 1N::i~, n:litl~, :::!;'i1N Kl;-J , .. ~ r"i' K,, 7,:1 ;'i7 rKiZl ,n~:m ji1i'j ;"iK1"l 

,,N;i 0"1:::11:::l :::liZtii~it.,'::>i :n 7K7 c,:i,K? "'it.,'!:Jj :iN~l ,,, ,~N:.tt' ,~:i ,,,,,.:, oi•:, li1"7 
:,l;,p mn:i Tlii'jl:] :i,::iN :i,:::ii!l ;"iJt:i' ;'i"1:J Ki;iit.,' :1,, .. , 1ii!:l"'i i"i1iiK1? lin1J Kli1 i'i'j ji'jlli 

'::> iviJN jji'j Tnlli':l~K :,t!,'l:i'j ,•r.:-::,• iiK1N ,::, ,,, 17::Kitt' 11:J::> ,m:1, tr~n ,J:,1? ;'jtJilii'j 

ii.il!:l i';i"'':.:,' "'i::> C"~,w:, jl:li :,'i:,'!]r.i'j iJ"'?ii:l tr·,,:> 1KJ~ "'JK l?K:i iJ"'1:lii1 .. ::i,, , ili::>Tn 

1i'jK'tL' "i'j I'lN 1":li'j ;'ii'iN 7::, 7in~;,• :i:l;'iN 1"'lli:J !J"'i'j::lii ii7;:KiZ,' 11:J::> ,Citi:i 1"1N :i1;,t,t; j":Ji'j? 

.C?l\i';"I il.,i11 

2:2 And what is the path to lo\'e and fear Him? At the moment when a person reflects 
upon His wonderful and great acts and creations, and understands from them His 
wisdom, which has no measurement of value nor end - immediately he loves and praises 
and glorifies and yearns with a great desire to knO\v the Great Name. Like David said: 
"'My soul thirsts for God, the living God.'' (Psalm 42:3) 

When he considers these very things, immediately he will recoil backwards and 
will be afraid, and he will know that he is a tiny creation, lowly, dark. standing with 
simple and scanty knowledge. before the One who has perfect knowledge, like David 
said: "When I behold Your heavens, the work of Your ftngcrs ... what is man that You 
have been mindful of him."(Psalm 8:4-5) 

Based on these things, I will explain important principles regarding the works of 
the Master of the world, in order that there is an opening for one \vho understands to love 
God, like the sages said regarding love, out of this, you ,i.·il\ recognize who spoke and 
brought the \Vorld into existence. 

For Maimonides, loving God is achieved by understanding and contemplating the 

way God works in the world: through His creations and His acts. We achieve love of 

God through knowledge of God. Shubert Spero outlined Maimonides' thinking in four 

steps: 

l) Contemplation of God's works and creatures, i.e., the natural world. 
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2) Realization of the wisdom of the Maker of the natural world, i.e., God. 
3) Experience of a lo\·c for God ( which follows immcr..liatdy and necessarily from 
#2) 
4) Dc,·clopmcnt of a desire and passion to know about God, to come closer to 
Him. (The more knowledge that man has. the greater his lo\'c.)''5 

As we can sec, knowledge scn·cs as the path to lo\'ing God and in addition, it is 

knowledge of God wc will desire knowledge of God once we come to love Him. 

Maimonides makes a simib.1r duim about the importance of knowing God's ways 

in The Guide <?ltlu! Pe17J/exed. Herc is the rdcvant passage from 111:52: 

As for the opinions that the Torah teaches us - namely. the apprehension of His 
being and His unity. may he be exalted - these opinions teach us lore, as we have 
explained several times. You know to what extent the Torah lays stress upon 
lm·e: With all ti~,· heart. and with all thy soul. and H'ith all thy might. For these 
two ends. namely. Ion.? and}t'tlJ'. arc achic\'cd through two things: low through 
the opinions taught by the Law, which include the apprehension of His being as 
He, may He be exalted. is in truth: while.few· is achieved by means of all actions 
prescribed by the Law, as we ha\'e explained.66 

Nom1an Lamm defines the opinions of which Maimonides speaks as the "theological 

propositions taught by the Torah ... (',7 Through the study of God's being and unity, as 

contained in the Torah. one can reach proper love of God. The Guide is very similar in 

this respect to the Mislmeh Torah. 

Returning to his argument in the ,\fislmeh Torah, Maimonides begins to explain 

the specifics of this knowledge. Whut urc the ··kellalim gedolim" - the important 

principles - that one must grasp in order to know God'? One such set of principles he 

65 Shubert Spero, "Maimonides and Our Love for God," Judaism: A Quarterfr Journal 
32, no. 3 (Summer I 983): 322-323. 
66 Moses Maimonides, The Guide of the Pe,plexed, Trans. Shlomo Pines (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, I 963 ), 2: 630. Italics in the original. 
67 Norman Lamm, "Maimonides on the Love of God," Alaimonidean Studies. Ed. Arthur 
Hyman. Volume 3 (New York: Yeshiva University P:-::::ss, 1992), 139. 
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categorizes as the ,\la 'aseh ,\lerkamh.68 This tcnn literally means ··the work of the 

chariot" and derives from Ezekiel's vision of God's throne in chapter one. Yet, in the 

words of Maimonides in the Guide ,f the Pe,plexed, he rcfors to ,\la 'as1!11 ,\lera/..:amll as 

"lwdwwt elolwt." Shlomo Pines trnnslatcs this as ·•divine scicncc"('9 while Frkdlandcr 

translates this us "Mctaphysics:·.,0 Throughout chapters one an<l two of Yesodei Hatorah, 

thc Rumbum explains fundmncntals such as God's unity nnd oncncss and llis 

incorporeality. Influenced by Aristotelian philosophy . .Maimonides argues that God is 

the ''Primary Being" of the uni\'erse who causes all dsc to exist. Understanding these 

principles enables one to come to know und lovc God. 

However, attaining this level of knowledge is not arnilablc to e\'cryone. One 

must already be wise. for this material is difficult but also inaccessible to those who ha\'e 

not acquired the relevant learning and level of piety. He writes in chapter two of Hilchot 

Yesodei Ha-Torah 2:12: 

1":J~, o::,n ;"i";-rw Ki:i, 1:J,:1 ,nx iZrK, K,K ,,K C",:l'T:J w,,,., K,il,,· l:J.,j,il,,'K"1:i 0'~:Jn ,,~ 

:J,.,, 1n311~ 1":J~ Ki:i, ,:::11;, ,~ fti.i' ,rm, j":J"1i7.:i □"j:'"1:>:i '~·t-::, ,, ,,,o,~ 1:i inK, i.n:J,~ 

:'P1Ki .nl711 n:J1 1?:i j"~i 11'\~7 1:J □:, O"i'i~lJ 0""1:l1 i,t-:: 0"i:l1i , ii'~i:i:i "1:::11:7 :po 
. ,,:::1,0, 

2: 12 The first Sages commanded that these matters should be explained only to one 
individual, who is ,vise and can reach understanding with his own intellect. Important 
points are transmitted to him and an out lint.! of the concept is made known to him, and he 
understands from his intellect and he will knO\v the matter to its end and its depth. These 
matters are extremely deep and not every intellect has the power to understand them .... 
[literally, "not every intellect is worthy to carry thcm:·1 

68 Hilc:/101 Yesodai Ha-Torah, 2: I I. 
69 Maimonides, The Guide cf the Perplexed, 6. 
' 0 Moses Maimonides, The Guide.for the Pe11J/exed, Trans. M. Friedlander, 2ntl ed. 
(London: George Routledge & Sons, 1947), 2. 
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There arc intellectual requin:ments for one to achieve the knowledge of God 

nccl.'ssary for love. Only a person with such a dcvdoped way of thinking will be able to 

grasp these difficult matters. 

Throughout chapters three and four. the Rambam explains Mu ·useh Bereishit, the 

works of God's creations. These include astronomy. the four states of matter, and 

questions of the soul. These too an: math:rs one must study in order to reach the 

understanding of God that will lead to the experience of IO\'C of God. However, 

Maimonides points out a key difference between .\fa 'aseh Bereishit and ,\/a 'aseh 

••\.• ,n\.•·, •½•~\.• -., ... ,,.. - .. , ...... •• ..... , n····~,., -····· ........ .-, -...... , .... -····· ..... .,., ... .,.., -.... , I " 11, I' ::.," ,1_.., , .. ,I Ii.I .:.i1.1 I .J..:.i"" ,J ""~, - olli.' .:i I.I I .. .:i d..1-' , .. JI\U ,:11..i I .J.:,J I ..I 11, .. 

n"tz.'Ki:i iitz.'li~ rJlii .c:rp,::i;'i "'"C-'Ki ,, ricm~ i.nli'1?"J r::i~, o:m ;p;'i :i"KK 1::i ti"w,,, 
t:ri:i.1~ li1"7 7'1:l"itt' ;"i~ ?:l iniK Ctli'117J1 1m;i~ 11111'\ 1":l~ 1J'Ki:t' !:l"1'K 1"ii"? 1111K j'1~?7'J 
i'IK":l'I iV'li"'O l"iV;"I? ;"i:Jii1 ni·, ,, "Jr 01K ,::i rKi:t' ":)? ,o•:i,, 1111K r,~,~ rK ;'j~,, ,'l?K 

• i'"i'l:J ?;J tl"i:11;"1 7:> 

4: 11 What is the difference between .\/u 'aseh .\/erkamh and ,Ha 'aseh Bereishit? 
Regarding Ma 'aseh Jlerkcm1h, C\'Cn to one person this shouldn't be explained, unless he 
is wise and capable of understanding, then he is gi\'en the chapter headings [of the 
constituent subjects]. Regarding .\/u '"seh Bereishit, we teach it to an individual e\'en 
though he is not capable of understanding it by himself, and we tell him all those things 
that he is capable of knowing from these matters. Why do we not teach this publicly'! 
Because not every person has the vast intellect to grasp the interpretation and explanation 
of these matters in a complete way. 

There arc distinctions among people, then. concerning the le,·el of knO\vledge 

they can achieve. While matters of creation and nature can be taught to just about 

anyone, matters of the Merkal'ah, of metaphysics, must be reserved for the elite few. The 

Rambam points out in the next halakha how all of this contemplation will lead one to 

love God even more: 
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,:::i K~1'::l tnK, ,~,~, 1l'\7i:~ r::r~i,:::i;-, 7:, ,,::i~, ,,~;-, 0'7::li::l 7n::m~ OiKlu l~i:::l 
ii.:.--:,J K~~m o,ji7',j? ;i::i;iK =rom .t::r~i,::i;i ,:ii o~,,::i:•ii ,,:i ;,":ii?;, 7v; ,r,7',j::in ;iKi~, 

.l'\ii1 71,::i oiji~i1 :i,i1~7 111u:i iii',j:r, 

4: 12 When a person thinks about these matters and recognizes all the creations, from an 
angel to a sphere, a man and the like. and understands the wisdom of the lloly One, 
blessed be He, in all these forms and creations. he will add to his love for God. l lis soul 
will thirst and his flesh will long to love for God. blessed be lie .... 

But docs the difference in intcllcctuul apprch1msion lead to a difference in lo,·c for 

God'? Can one who only understands .\la 'aseh Bereishir attain the same degree of love 

for God that the one who also understands .\/u 'useh .\lerke1mh presumably achieves'? 

Maimonides docs not answer the question here. We find a response in Hilc/101 Teslwrnh. 

Herc Rambam argues that the amount of one's knowledge is directly proportional to the 

"amount" of one's lo\'e. I 0:6: 

;,:ii;, ox, ~:.i7',j t:J7',j o~ jj:J;iK;'i ;,•;in ii:Ji;i -~ ?lii • iii:.ii~i· mn::i K?K il":li?il ::i;i,~ iJ•~ ... 
. :i::11:i 

10:6 ... 0ne can only love the Holy One. blessed be I-le. with the knowledge that he knows 
Him. The nature of one's knowledge will determine the nature of the love. If there is 
only a small amount of knowledge, there will only be a small amount of love. lfthere is a 
great amount of know·ledgc. there is a great amount of love. 

As we read in the Guide (111:6): '"Now we have made it clear several times that love is 

proportionate to apprehension."71 Rambam claims that a person who did not gain 

metaphysical knowledge of God was ipso Jc1cto incapabk of attaining the greatest 

knowledge and love of God. Of course. in the Guide. apprehension of God is gained via 

the pursuit of both philosophical and scientific principles regarding God's being. 

We have established that for the Rambam, love of God can only be achieved 

through knowledge of God. In his Mislmeh Torah and in the Guide cf the Perplexed, he 

emphasizes the study of God's creations and God's Being. But in his Sejer Ha-Mit:mt, 

71 Maimonides, The Guide, trans. Pines, 2: 621. 
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he makes an additional claim: the study of God's laws and commandments ,.,..ill also lead 

to knowledge of God: 

ili" ,·ni,i;;:,i ,·m~~ ,•::,:.:n, 1:,::im'.:..• ;m :,,~n· i::i:i~, iJi~:.v ~,:, n•w·•,i:.,•:, :,,~~:,, 
(j;~i:l ':,) ,,::i·o i1i.:h, .nJ":"1ii~;'i :iJii"';i ~•:i mm :m1·r,;'i n'?::,n ,nx:z,•;,:i :ui;m, i:,l'itt'litl 
□"i::i,;, ,·:i, -,~,-,. ,,~,il □iv~:, il"' ::i:,iK ,~·:i ~,,. •J·K 7•:i,K •"• m, r,::i:,~, ,~~J:.v ·o, 
;iJ;i .o,,j;:, ;-p:,i i~K::,' ·~ n~ 1·:>~ iin~ 7:) 7m7=::,• 7::i:i, 7:.i r:ii•:, ,,~~ ':)J~ iw·~ ;"i?~;, 

.n,::,;-i::1 :,::i:,~;i ~:in, 11Jlin:i ;;•:n :il"C-';i;i 7, n~~m, m,:in-.r,•:i:i ·:i ,, ,,~::i ,:i::, 

Positi\'c Commandment# Three: 
The third commandment: I le has commanded us to lo\'e I lim, may I le be exalted, which 
means to understand and comprehend llis command1m:nts und His deeds, so that we may 
attain Him, and achic\'e joy in attaining I lim. which is the obligatory lo\'e, The S[fi·e 
states: "since it says "You shall love Adonai Your God." I do not know how one loves 
God." The Torah states: "and these words which I command you this day shall be upon 
your heart." - through this. you will know the One who spoke und the world came into 
being. We ha\'c made it dear to you that through this act of contemplation you will attain 
a conception of God and joy will arri\'e and the \o\'c of God will necessarily follow, 

Herc, Maimonides emphasizes knowledge of God through the study of Torah and 

mitzmt. It is the study of Torah that wil1 lcad to lo\'c of God. The example from Siji·e 

only makes the case stronger. By studying the words ··which I command you" - the laws 

and ordinances of the Torah- one's understanding of God will grow. 

Although Maimonides takes a hierarchical approach, believing that the knowledge 

of Mt1 °C1seh .\/erkarnh sits on the highest plane. only reachable by an exceptional mind, 

Torah, nature and metaphysics arc not competing sources of knowledge. The knowledge 

that leads to lo\'c of God is not just physics and theology but must also include the Torah. 

In Hilchot Talmud Torah 1:11, he combines these kinds of knowledge together: 

1'::J' ill"~w, ,:i::i ?::J::Jitl :i,,.n:i i,r,iZi·i ,::m:i:::1w :i1inJ iV"?w • ,n,.,~, i~i m, iV7W? ::J""m 
:ii,n;,:.v ni,~::i p::i.,, ,::i,, ,::i, ;'i~, .. , ,::i,~ ,::i, ~.,~,,, in"w~,~ ,:i, n•,n~ ?"::Jiti"i 

0"1.Ji~ Fi::l N1,,::,1 -,n,~:i, 110N;"1 N·~,, 7N";i1 m,~ii 1j;'"li x,:i 7N~;i lii"'W 1l7 1:i::J nw,,J 
.N1?:j~ ~1PJ:i N1:1 ;"Ii PJ371 ,;'il71~iti:, "::m ,~~w 

A person is obligated to divide his study into thirds: one-third to the Written Torah, one­
third to the Oral Torah, anu one-third to understanding and conceiving the matter from its 
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beginning, taking one matter from another. comparing concepts to one another. and 
understanding the principles of the Torah based on interpretation, until he kno\l,·s the root 
of the principles, and how the matters that arc prohibited and allo\\'Cd arc dcri\'cd 
according to the oral trndition. This matter is called Gemara. 

In addition, the Rmnbmn writes the following in Hild10t re.mdei Ha~ Torah -t: 13: 

~n:, 1i.:i'J1 on,, , 1i:.-'J1 tlii? ,o .. ,::, ~,~rm:.,· -~ K?~ o,,~:i ,~"ij7 .. ,K, 1"KW ,~,K "JNl .. 
in,M 1N1i' Wi' ,:::i, ,,N C"i:l1:.· :::i"l7N1 .m~~:i 1N~·r.i C:i:J N~i•:i, ,m~:i, i10N:"I ~,,, 

::,"!,li'N ,N:>.i, '":JNi m~,,:i wv ,:n, :i:::i:i,r.i :ii:-'::~ ,,,:. ,:n z:r~:in ,,;:N ,,;,iL' c"~:m -·,-~ o, .... ·, ... ,n··, .... ., ....... "" ·-"• ........ ,~-·, -- .. .,.,~, 
., I I u I '"' ..... ~ ~ I -v /.,J I• IV , l'...I ,,., I I• I I '"' 

I say that it is not fitting to stroll in the Parde.,·. unless he has filled his stomach with 
bread and meat: bread and meat arc the knowkdge of what is forbidden and permissible, 
and similar matters from the rest of the commandments. EYcn though the Sages called 
these things a "small matter." for the Sages said "a great matter" - that is Ma 'aseh 
Merkumh. and a "small matter:· that is the debates of Abbaye and Ra\'ah. ne\'crthcless it 
is fitting that they arc placed first. since they settle the mind of man from the beginning. 

The Rambam is making an argument that before one can even begin to study the 

mysteries of God and creation. it is necessary to have the proper knowledge of the 

commandments and what is in the Torah. The Torah is the "bread and meat"' of wisdom; 

it is the foundation upon which man must rely. Only then can he enter the dangerous and 

difficult Purdes. Maimonides recognizes that not everyone will be able to attain this 

level. But it is clear that all three fonns of knowledge - Torah, science and metaphysics 

- can lead to love of the Creator. 

Although Y1aimoni<les does argue against some forms of asceticism,n in both the 

Mislmeh Torah and Guide he comes very close to advocating a monastic type of 

existence in pursuit of love of God. In Hilchot Teslmrn 10:6, Maimonides argues one 

must be in seclusion in order to comprehend God's wisdom: 

·-irw n:, "::i::, 1l1i' n~ ,, tr:r,,~;'i mJ1:::im nm:,n:>. ,.,::,::.,•:,,, 7•::J.:,, i?:J~jj ,n,, □iN:i ,,,:t 
.:i,,n:, ,,,o~ ni,,:i:i 1J1N::J.itl ,~:, ",u.,•:i,, ,~::J.;'i? □1N::J. 

72 See Hilchot Deot 3: I. 
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10:6 ... a person must seclude himself in order to understand and comprehend the 
sciences which cause his Creator to be known to him, according to the strength that a 
person has to understand und comprehend, like we explained in llilc/101 Yesodei Hatorah. 

His recipe for achieving a greater degree of knowledge is for a person to v:n· in·, 

-- to seclude himscl fin order to study and contemplate. Seclusion implies removing 

one's thoughts from daily affairs. It will only be through directed energy and focus that 

these difficult matters will be understood. Intense study und devotion arc needed. The 

Rambam gi\"cs us greater understanding of what he means in his Hilc/101 Deot: 

,~,it, 1n::1i:.-' :i":i"i , 1::1,::i Ki:i ,,,::1 Ci.:':, n~ ~,•, o,,::, i·i:t·~~ ,,, ,::i, ,,,::i~w c,~:, ,•,~ 
. i::l1:i ;'ii .n~,~, :,::,:, ,,,::i,, 

3:2 A person should direct his heart and all his behavior to knowing God alone, blessed 
be lie. His sitting, his standing. and his speaking speak should be directed towards this 
matter. 

An extended passage in the Guide, Part Ill:51, reveals Maimonides· monastic 

inclinations in pursuit of loving and serving God: 

If, however, you ha\'e apprehended God and His acts in accordance with what is 
required by the intellect, you should afterwards engage in totally devoting 
yourself to Him, endea\"or to come closer to Him. and strengthen the bond 
between you and Him - that is, the intellect. ... 
After apprehension. total devotion to Him and the employment of intellectual 
thought in constantly loving I lim should be aimed at. Mostly this is achieved in 
solitude and isolation. Hence every excellent man stays frequently in solitude and 
docs not meet anyone unless it is necessary .... 
Know that C\'Cn if you were the man who knew most the true reality of the divine 
science, you would cut that bond existing bet\vccn you and God if you would 
empty your thought of God and busy yourself totally in eating the necessary or in 
occupying yourselves with the necessary. You would not be with Him, then, nor 
He will you. for that relation between you and Hirn is actually broken off at that 
time.73 

The Rambam appears to support total isolation as the precondition for knowing 

God. It is only when one is removed from thinking about daily affairs and concerns that 

73 Maimonides, The Guide, trans. Pines, 2: 620-621. 
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the min<l is free to pursue the wisdom of Go<l. Sec also how fragile the connection is. 

Even if you have achieved the "true reality of the divine science." if you should take a 

moment to think of other things. the bond that exists between you and God is severed. 

Love of God requires an cxclusin! devotion and meditation of I !is being. Constancy is 

its quality. 

Love of God requires an ardent attachment to the di\'ine. Everything a man can 

do - from eating. to sleeping. to walking - should lead to the goal of scr\'ing God. But 

how does sleep lead to a greater lcvd of devotion to God? It is not that the act of sleep 

itself will lead to greater concern for God. Rather, if one docs not take care to sleep an 

appropriate amount each night. and gets sick in the process, one will be unable to serve 

God appropriately. Here arc his words, taken from Hilchol Deot in 3:3 

i'\?1 ;'!'iii' K'iiV 'i::l ,~,~ n,J'1 ,,,:,; ,mn mJnW 'i:) mn, 1W' OK j:lr KiiiiV ii!i'W:J ,, .. ~N, 

.i'\1;'1 ,,,::i cnp~, ;"ii1Jli i?iD 7'1J"W nK~i'JJ ,7'1?1i1 Ki:71 ':i nK i1:::lll? ,::i,, 
3:3 ... Even when he sleeps - if he sleeps with the intention of resting his mind and 
resting his body, in order that he not get sick, and so be unable to serve God, then his 
sleep is service to God, blessed is He. 

When we engage in the acts of daily lifo. our intention should always be focused on God. 

Hilc/101 Tesl111m is equally important in understanding Maimonides· arguments 

concerning love of God. He writes the following in chapter I 0:2: 

,:::i?:1 K?i o?n,·:::i ,:::i1 ,J::i?'J K? :i~:,n:i m:::i"m:::i 7,,;'i, mx;>j:::i, :i,m:::i po,:i :i:l:iK;>j 1:::ii!i":i 

~:::i, :i:11t::i =,,o, 11;,jK K1:iv' "J::m m:K;, 0:.:-'i!i· i'\?K Ti:Jiu:"l 'it:i"? ,,:, N?i ;n:,Ti nKi" 

1J"JK □;'11:lK 11?!7?'.1 N";'11 ,:i, ;,:m □ :in ,::i px, 1K~ :i?i1l :,1,17~ K':7 ,r :7?lim ,:i??l:J 
;"iiV?'J ,,, ?!7 :i"::11';"1 ;'iJ u,~:z.,• ii?l]i'j;-J N":71 :i:li1K~ N?N 1:ni K?iV ,::i, ,:i;·i,x :,":::ip:, 1K1j?W 

m~~;, :,:, :iiZli.'" i"~ ;·r,tnTi ;,:i;iN 1;-J nN Oil'\ ::l1:7N,iV j;>jTJ1 '7";17N ':i nN i1:::l:7Ki 1~NJiZl 

.:i'.:l:iK7'J 

10:2 One who serves God out of love busies himself with Torah and mitzrot and walks 
in the paths of wisdom, not for any worldly reason, and not out of fear of something bad, 
and not to acquire advantage. Rather, he docs what is true because it is true, and 
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ultimately good will come because of it. This is a very high level and not every wise 
person merits it, and it is the le,·cl of Abrnlmm our fut her, whom the I loly One, Blessed 
be lie. called •·he who loved me," for he scr\'ed him only out oflo\'c. This is the level 
that the lloly one. blessed be lie. commanded or us by the hands of Moses, as it says: 
''You shall love Adonai your God." When a mun will love God in the proper way. 
immediately he will do .111 of the con11mm<lments out of lo\'c, 

Maimonides makes three important points in this lwlaklw. The first is that the 

love of God should ha,·c no ulterior motive other than the love itself. Love is not 

something to engage in out of fear nor is it acceptable to pursue in hope of a reward. One 

must only serve God out of love. like the example set by Abraham. 

Second. fulfilling the mir=mt is a consequence of loving God. \Ve dcmonstrnte 

our love of God by obeying the laws and ordinances given in the Torah. This reading is 

reminiscent of what we saw in the biblical text in chapter one. Love of Ado11ai requires 

of us to fulfill the terms of the covenant established by the Israelites in the desert. 

The last point is implicit to Maimonides· case. Before, he argued that love of 

God is a positive commandment that one must fulfill. In other words, it causes us to act 

in a particular way. Yet. here it appears that to,·e is an emotion or attitude that motivates 

one to fulfill the commandments. It is love that propels one to ser\'c God. It is love that 

arouses the desire to perform the mir=rnr. Additional material in this chapter only 

supports this notion. He continues in I 0:3: 

ill,'::JJ K:in:.v 1li 1,K~ :7ili' :,i•n, :i,11:.\ :,:::i:,~ ':, n~ :::i:iK"i:.-' ~,:, :,•ix:,:, :i:l:iK:i ~,:, ,::i:,::i, 
n::i:,K~ :,,,J::, ,mn rx:v ;,::i:,~:, ,-,,n :,,m ,,~::i ,·~n :,::::i :ii,w ~~~:n ';'i n:::mi-c1 ;'iiitlt'P 

:,m ,n, ,:imw, ,:m, Ki:i:v :,::,;it,':J 1·::1 m1p::1 r::i ,n.:::iitl::i r::1 ,·~n :,::1 :ii iili' Ki:ii :ii.i'K :im~ 
:,~?Wt:/ Ki:i, , 7itl!:lJ ,:,:ii 7::i::i, ,::i::i m::i::o ,~:, ,-~r, :,:i ti•:.\Wl ,•::i:,,x: :i,:i ':, 1'1::l:iN: :,•:,n 

.:ir j•J!:? Ki:, 1,t:,•?'j o•,•v:, 1•:z..· ,::i, . •.:a.:: :,J:,x: n,m •:, 17i.i'?'j 711 i?'jN: 

10:3 What is the proper form of love'? That a person should love God with a great, 
abounding, extremely strong love, until his soul is bound up with love of God and he is 
found to be obsessed with love always as if he is lovesick. A lovesick person's thoughts 
are never turned from the love of the woman and he is obsessed with her always -
whether he is sitting, standing, eating or drinking. With an even greater love, the love for 
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God should be implanted in the hearts of those who love I lim and arc obsessed with him 
always, like we have been commanded: "with all your hcm1s and with all your soul." It 
is like Solomon said in a parable: "For I am lovesick." The whole Song of Songs is an 
analogy to all of this. 

As this paragraph demonstrates. the love one is meant to fed for God is similar to 

being lo\'csick for a woman. The Ion: is meant to be o\'crpowcring, as if you could not 

think of anything else. The word the Rambam uses is slwgeh - translatable as either 

.. obscsscct·· or '"crazy:· One's soul is to be consumed with this lo\'C of God. This only 

strengthens the argument that lo\'C is \'iewl!d here as an !.!motion and not as an act. 

In addition, the phrase ,u!f.,,Jw kes/111ra has its roots in a scene from Genesis 44:30, where 

Judah begs his brother Joseph not imprison Benjamin as it will cause their father to die 

"since his own life is bound up with his" - ,u!f.~lw keslwra \' 'nc!f.~/10. The reference to 

Genesis implicitly makes the point that this sort of lo\'c is one ,vithout which a person 

simply cannot continue to live. 

The notion that love is a motivating factor in fulfilling the commandments 

becomes increasingly important: 

,,::i, :iK1"~ ,,:i:.i·, K?K jn1K r,~,~ j"K j-"1N:1 •~:..· ,,::i, C"i:,,'j:1 I'lK1 t:r:itj?:1 11K r,~,~iV::) 
r,,:n~, t:ll7~ t:lli'~ :ir r, c:i, c",~7j :ii•r,• :,~:in ,~:mri•, jl"l!7i :i:iirw; 1!7 , ,,i.i. ,:ip, 

.;'i::l;'iK~ 1:ii1::ll7"1 ,;·mn•, 1;'iU"i,ri.7 1!7 rim:i ;'iT rw, 1mK 

10:5 When one teaches minors, women, and the common people, only teach them to 
serve God out of fear and in order to receive a reward. As their know·lcdge grows and 
their wisdom increases, re\'eal to them the secret little by little. They should become 
accustomed to this matter gently, until they grasp it and know it and serve God out of 
love. 

This passage compares the emotions of fear and love. At first. we teach women, 

children and the simple masses to serve God out of fear. Only when they have gained 

enough wisdom will they be able to walk in God's ways out of love. Once again, love is 
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portrayed as an emotion that leads to proper de\'otion of God. and not merely a 

commandment one must observe. 

Love of God is an important concept in l\1aimonides' thinking. While he argued 

it was one of the positive command1m:nts all Jews must obey, he argues that love is the 

proper impulse with which to serve God. According to Simon Rawidowicz, .. Amor Dei 

was to Maimonides not only a thcoretical•philosophical idea, but one of great practical­

halakhic importance:• ;.i In the Rambam·s thinking. knowledge of God through an 

apprehension of God's divine reality, llis creations. deeds. and mir=rnt, was the proper 

path to love of God. termed by Rawidowicz a "philosophical lo\'e." 

But this is no cold lovt? like that of Aristotle. "Maimonides teaches that the 

pemmnent contemplation of God leads man not only to love, but much more, to a 

permanent desire for God, to a never interrupted pt1ssio11 for Him.''i5 It is the constancy 

of the effort that turns the first inklings of feelings into a pem1anent passion. In the 

words of Lawrence Kaplan: 

For Maimonides. the ]o\'e of God is the intellectual love of God, that is. one 
begins with the intellectual knowledge of God, but then imbues that intellectual 
knowledge with drive. passion, and desire - drive. passion and desire that are 
themsel\'Cs cognitive in nature - thereby transfonning intellectual knoll'/edge of 
God into intellectual lol'e of God.";6 

It is a love tilled \1vith passion and fcr\'or. obsession and reckless .abandon. In 

Maimonides' own words from Hile/wt Tes/111rn: 

::nnr, ,,Ni:> ,,~n ;'j:J :iliL'"tzl iy oiN ,'tU ,:i,:i n,vpJ ;,":::ip;, n:::i;,~ , .. ~w ,,,:::i, li,,, ,:::i, 
. 7iV!ll ?:>::11 7JJ1;, 1;,:,:::i i~~, :"lUtiV ,~:, ,;,;i~~ yin 0?1l1::JiV ;,~ 1,:, 

74 Simon Rawidowicz, Swdies in Jewish Thought, ed. Nahum E. Glatzcr, (Philadelphia: 
Jewish Publication Society, 1974 ), 291. 
75 Ibid., 29. Emphasis is in the original. 
76 Lawrence Kaplan, "The lo\'e of God in .Maimonides and Rav Kook," J11dt1ism: Journal 
of Jewish Life and Thought 43, no. 3( 1994 ), 29. 
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I 0:6 It is a known and clear thing that love for the I loly One. blessed be I le. will not 
become bound in the heart of u person until he becomes obsessed with it always, as is 
titting, and will leave bd1in<l everything else in the world except for this, as it is 
comnurnded und says: "with nil your heart and with all your soul." (Dcut 6:5) 

·•with nil your heart und with ult your soul .. implies a love that ov1~rwhclms and 

O\'ercomes the adherent. It is a dcvot ion that requires single-mindedness of heart and of 

thought. 

This last passage is a fitting segue to the next, in which we will examine the 

writings of the lwsidei Aslike11a:, u group of Jewish ascetics of the 13 th century. One 

would assume that they would have little in common with Maimonides. 1-lis love of God 

was the result of deep intellectual rigor. I le was a philosopher who argued for deep 

intellectual introspection based upon rational principles derived fom1 Greek metaphysics. 

Yet, the swooning love he depicts in Hildwt Tesh urn could have come right out of the 

pages of Se.fer Husidim, the pietists· most famous work. While their differences are 

many, they both ad\'ocated a love for God that required intense intellectual labor. In 

Maimonides· work. the effort was theological and philosophical: for the lwsidei 

Ashkena=, meditation and great spiritual examination were needed to reach the greatest 

heights. We will also examine the ways in which Bahya Ibn Pakuda's work, Hornt Ha­

Lernmt, contains similar thinking to the lwsidei Ashkena= regarding lo\'c of God. in spite 

of the fact that Bahya lived in a very different world, that of 11 th century Spain. 
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Chapter Five: Love of God in the Thought of 
Bahya lbn Pakuda and the H<1sitlei A.\·hke1u1z 

This chapter will examine love of God in the thought of both Bah ya Ibn Pakuda 

and the writings of the lwsidei Ashkena:::. German-Jewish pietists li\'ing in the Rhineland 

in the It" and 13 th centuries. Although writing at kast 200 years apart. and living in 

different Jewish communities, the fom1er in Sepharnd (gem:rnlly understood to be those 

Jewish communities li\'ing in what is now known as Spain and Portugal) and the latter in 

Ashkcnaz (generally understood to be those Jewish communities in central and eastern 

Europe) there arc striking similarities in their ideas and beliefs. Common to both of them 

is an ascetic tendency although it is much stronger in the works of the Gcnrnm-Jewish 

pietists. Each constructs lo\'c of God in contradistinction to love of the world and argues 

for a single~minded approach to love of the Creator. We begin with the work of Bahya 

lbn Pakuda. 

Bahya lbn Pakuda 

Bahya lbn Pakuda was a philosopher and poet, living in the second half of the 

11th century in Spain. In his most famous work. Hornt Ha-Lerarnt - Duties of the 

Heart, originally written in Arabic and translated into Hebrev.- by Judah ibn Tibbon in 

1161, 77 he examines ten essential principles of faith, presented as ··ten gates:· The ten 

gates are steps on a ladder, intended to help the bclic"cr dc\'clop u rich inner relationship 

with God. 

77 Georges Vadja, "Bahya (Bahyc) ben Joseph lbn Pakuda," Encydopedh1 Judairn, Eds. 
Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, 2nd ed. (Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 
2007 ), 3: 66. 
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The final gate in the series is culled Sha 'ar Aharnt Admwi - the Gate of Love of 

Go<l. The first Im\ f of this chapter will examine Pakuda 's understanding of love of God. I 

will compare his ideas to Maimonides· arguments as well as to the belie[-; hdd by the 

rabbis of the Talmudic period. I will focus on the most critical of Pakuda's arguments. 

Chapter two of the Gate of Love. entitled "llow many ways cm1 love of God be 

manifested'? .. appcurs to be drawn from material fi.1Und in the Bul'li. ror example. Pakuda 

quotes the sumc haraita of Rabbi Eliczcr we examined earlier from Sanheclrin 74a, which 

also appears in numerous sugyot: 

,~,~ ::i~:m ,~,~il.,' □1K ,, ·,;r CK • 71K~ ?:J:l ,~NJ ;'i~7 7iZi'!lJ ?:i::i ,r.KJ CK :?"Tii ~"~:n 
,:i:n ,~Nl 7:i, ,~,~~ ,·,~ :r::in 1Jir.~t: OiN 7=, ·.:r oN, ,~·~J ?:::>:n ,r.NJ 7:i=, , u,~~~ 

.71K~ 

Like the sages said: "if it says •with all your sour why docs it say 'with all your might"? 
For if there is a man ,vhosc body is more bclo\'cd to him than his money, then it says 
'with all your soul' and if there is a man whose money is more beloved to him than his 
body, then it says "with all your might.·•· 

Later in the chapter, Pakuda appears to be quoting from ,\fisl111ah Brae/wt 9:5: 

.. With all your soul"' - even if He takes your soul: "with all your might" - with alt your 
money. 

Pakuda draws from the early Jewish texts. continuing the thread begun by the rabbis that 

loving God includes offering up one's possessions and life. I lowcvcr, dying for God 

does not become the leading theme of Pakuda ·s work. as we saw earlier in the material 

on martyrdom from the Talmud, the Crusader period, or the halakhic code of Rabbi Isaac 
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ofCorbcillc.i11 Pakuda develops a philosophy of love of God focused around self-denial 

and dcl'p introspection into God's being. 

In chapter two. we saw that love of God came to be interpreted in three texts -­

Seder Eliya/111 Rahhah. chapter 26, Talmud Bm·li Yoma 86a, and Stfi·e Demrim. piska 32 

-- as tuming others into lo\'crs of God. As Sf/h• Demrim pointed out. Abraham was the 

biblical model of this lo\'c because in I hmm. he had con\'crtcd pagans into Jews. Pakuda 

makes a similar claim. In chapter six - "Signs of Lo\'e of God in the one who Lo,·cs 

Him" - he writes the following: 

nin,,, o,p~,, i~i, T1ii.i' ·::i:J ,;'ii!i'ii::l 1":l ;,:n::J r:::i i:::r;-i'-?N:i ni,:::i:i·, ;'i,,., i:.ti·N~w O;'i7J1 
nn, ,,,., np, =,c,,, o:m ;;1=w" :o:m:, iti't::i .p,~·:i ·i:i·.:n~ 1!11 O"?i1l:i~ cm,:1~,, o,~ "J::l 

r,,1,::,n:, ,~ ~tl~ ;"l"jj, ON ,,·~N , r,:x~;'i m":Ji ":J ,I'13i1? • '!jjN , ,, ,,~,, . ,,,., :i~13i O"Nm,, 

o:·r::.:iJ7J1 m:::im;, onn?J:1 o"x,:::ii, ::iiiv :i":i ,,N, :n, o,:i,N"i Wi:lJ i1vn:::i ;-ip,ni;, 
01N "JJ :i,,~w -~ rn":Ji:J er~ , ,:::i ;i:Ji:i on:::i;-iKi Nii.:1:, n,,:1:1:::i 1:m,,1niV;'i1 O"ii:tiw~:, 

.~i,::1:-i ri,,:n; ?K ,:r!ii!.i'i:i ,-c,•~~, ;,:rn;;"i ,,,:, 'tX 

Another [characteristic in the lover of God] is that he leads and instructs [his fellow-man] 
in the service of God. gently or se\'ercly, in accordance with time and place, and in 
accordance also with different classes and their varied degrees, from kings to ordinary 
folk, as it is said ''That the wise man may hear and increase in learning (Proverbs I :5); 
.. to give prudence to the simple .. (Proverbs 1 :4). And it is proper, my brother, that you 
should know that the merits of a bclic\'cr. even ifhe attained the utmost limit in the 
improvement of his soul in its devotion to God. and came near the prophets in their good 
qualities. laudable customs, zeal in the service of God and pure love for Him, his merits 
are not I ikc those of one who leads men to the 1.rnod path and turns the wicked to the right 

~9 - ""' 
way to serve God.' 

What is most striking about this passage is that guiding and teaching others to walk in the 

path of Admwi is more important than achieving a level of perfection equal to the 

7H See previously cited material from Eide Iberg, The Jews and the Crwwders, and the 
material in Bruc/101 and Sanhedrin. 
79 Bahya lbn Pakuda, DIiiies of the Heurt, trans. by Moses Hyamson. (Jerusalem: Boys 
Town, 1962), 365-367. 
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prophets. One earns a higher merit for leading others in devotion to God than for lt.:ading 

a perfect life. 

Pakud.1 argues in chapter three - "What is the Path to Love of God?" - that there 

arc eight prerequisites to achieving Ion: of God: 

".JWi m!1·:::i •nv·, ni:l::i,;-r .,,,n· ·:c· □:i .11.:~J::i :i., o·iv:i' r~~~, ·rn, ,:.:-·~ ,m~,p;i;-r, 
iiP? •::.:.·:ii ~,,:J:i ,,n•:i :Z?:i ,n .. , O:i~ 1ii1' m:J:J?:i ·im• •J;,:,,· ?:J1' .mrn:i ·nt:.-·, n,:i.,:r:zm 

:i?li"n• c:r;,7~7 :i:.i'D;i • i:i~ ;,n~ rn~r.J:m ·rr.:,,· ,:.1~ . ,::i,:J n,::i::i, n:i:.771 ,~::.-·, ;-rt:-•:.n~:i 
·, •• ,·••!"I• ,.., •• ,.,., .. ,- ,..,-... ,-~ n,.,., ... -- ., ... , ·,.,..... ,.,,-.,, □--~ .... -- ...... ,.,·, -.. ., ... .., n"··~·-, 
~ .:.,:.,,11.,1;:,i ..1-1Jll,1..1,l1 .. • 111,J ,1_,..,11,1 ..1-.1 -1,. 11- rl11,,1 1, il.:J.1..1,1,J .llilol 

11? i::i•,~;'i, 1"n1.m; ,,•r,o:, ?li ,:.:.·~J □;; ,:,:r:.:,·n . "J:.:,.';'i1 • ,·n,:m:i n,~n;,, □":i'~' :J""iii!l :i~ 

•i!:ID ,~ 11t:.·::i ,o•.11;,:,,•~,, i:J~:.t.,• :i~::i :i:i-n::i;i • □ :i~ nm~ ,m:i•n::i:, •nt!-' ,::i~ . m,·n~, 
;'i~J o,,;;::i ;-r:i·n:1ii .n·J:-':-ii :,~, □,ii~ er~· ·n,:1i ~•"~:i /i":.i ttJi?:)1ji;'i •,::i,, □·~"JJ.:-i 

. ,·m~•,:i::i 'n• ~,,:i;, -~,::i~ 0~,, l'\'1:-ii!l 

The prerequisites that it is appropriate for the believer to realize first in his own soul are 
the following: two kinds of devotion of the heart, two kinds of surrender, two kinds of 
introspection and two kinds of examination. Of the two dc\'otions of the heart, one is 
wholehearted acknow·lcdgmcnt of the Creator"s unity and the other is whole-hearted 
devotion in service to llis name, so as to serve Him for His honor's sake alone. Of the 
two kinds of surrender. one is surrendering yourself to God and the other is surrendering 
yourself to those who fear God and His chosen ones. Of the two kinds of introspection, 
one is being introspecli\'e about your obligations to God in light of His goodness to you 
and the second is being introspective about the fact that God hides your sins and is 
patient. Of the t\\'o kinds of examination. one of them is studying the past of pre\'ious 
generations, by studying the books of the prophets. and the words of the ancients, peace 
be upon them. as its says 'I remember the days of old.· And the second is an examination 
of the world with what one can sec of God's wonders in His creation.~0 

In his last two requirements for lo\'c of God. Pakuda claims one needs to examine 

the ancient books and prophets in addition to studying the world and God's creations. 

Let us compare this to what Maimonides argued in Hilchot Tu/mud Torah I: 11. There, 

Maimonides claimed that study must be devoted to three subjects: the written law, the 

oral law and the third to developing the roots and principles of concepts, which he labeled 

xo In translating this section of the book, I relied on two translations, one previously cited 
by Moses Haymason and the other, Duties <?lthe Heart, trans. by Yaakov Feldman, 
(Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson, 1996 ). 
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Gemara. In lwlaklw 12. he writes that the Pe1rcles is part of the Gcmara; the Parde.,· is a 

reference to Ma 'aseh Bereshit and .\la 'aseh ,\/erkm·ah. While both Maimonides and lbn 

Pakudu claim that study of the Torah and God"s creation arc important to love of God, 

Pakuda docs not address the- Rambam's central point - the study of metaphysics and 

theology. 

This passage highlights two important themes that arl! dc,·cloped in detail by 

Pakuda. One is the notion of surrendering oneself to God. The other is that love of God 

leads to the desire to fulfill God's will. \faimonidcs made a similar claim. We will now 

sec how Bahya de,·clops these themes. 

In the very first chapter of the Gate of Lo\'C of God - '"What is Love of GodT -

Pakuda defines love in the following way: 

niK::i p::i,mv ~,::i ,~i,:i:, ?K ii~~~:J :imu~, i!t'::iJ:, m,::i Ki:, '?i:r:,,~c:i :,:i:,Kii rw :,~ ,::1~ 
,.,,.,-,n .... , "~··-,,- ,., ..... \..•-,.. -·, - .... ,,- ~\.." -··,J . ··-,, ·~,•"!'I '"'"-'" ... !'IJ-·~, ,.,,-, ,,,,,,:, ltjdl 1.,;1 1.,1 .JIii II 1..1 Ii.I '"lr.1 II 1lr.1 ti,,, IIU ,JII 1.1 111:.i 1..1~;1 1.:1:.i 1llli ,, rl , ;J, 

.m::1~;-; m~i;i! ,~ ili;J::, Ki;-; i:.z.,•~~ :,li:Jt,:J 

What is love of God'? It is the sours yearning for the Creator. turning to Him of its own 
accord, in order to cleave to His supernal light. For the soul is a simple, spiritual entity 
that is drawn to similar spiritual entities and naturally distances itself from her opposite. 
from coarse bodies. 

Bahya · s definition of love is bound up in notions of the soul. The soul of a human yearns 

for God because God is u similar spiritual entity. Our souls arc similar in kind to God's 

being. Perhaps he means that our souls arc created by a part of God. Therefore, our soul 

desires to cling to God. 

Bahya claims that the soul is not at peace when it senses the body's suffering; 

therefore, the soul attempts to fulfill the needs of our bodies. This takes energy and focus 

away from what the soul truly loves. But eventually something happens that allows the 

soul to dedicate itself to love to God: 
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. .. . . . 
,:i'l1"!i1:J l'i!i :i:t..:,•r.,:i, :i.il:::!:i~:J l"?K :i11tlv' m~ mJ~ :ii ;'ii:..~, , ?::,:.:,.•;, ,,K :ii :!l'ji:::!' 11.:i'K::)1 
jJin;, K11:::l;'i 'iK :i~l'lli' ,:i n·:im :im :rn.:.m ,c·rn.m;, ·:it:i·::J ;,177;i;-r ,::i 1ili'K~ ;-rm~,~n;, Oli' 

.1:::l :-i1101li:t' ;'j~ ,1,:.., ,::i ;'it:,'jil:iv' ;"i~ tlil~~ :il77;i;'i "l:Jl~ i:,'ji:::l7 ;-rn:::1~•jj~:J ;itm 

But when the light of reason radiates upon it and reveals how repulsive the things arc that 
it was inclined to lovingly and drawn to it in its fantasics. instca<l of the things that could 
save it in both dwelling placi.:s. the soul turns round. rdinquishcs everything to the 
merciful Creator, and directs its attention to being rcscucd from the things that trap and 
test it so. ~1 

It is the ,::·.:,·~ iiK that helps the soul tum towards God. This is the only time 

Bahya mentions such a phrnsc. Although he docs not explain how the ,::,·;'i ,,x comes to 

rest upon the soul. by his chapter three of this Gati.:. it is clear that the eight requirements 

necessary to achic\'c love of God. which include examination and introspection. are part 

of the method by which the soul achie\'cs such clarity. The soul tums towards God as a 

result of this mental examination and contemplation. 

Once the soul accepts such a rc\'clation. it is able to engage in complete surrender 

to God: 

in,:,., ,1,:.. 1":::l.n it-·~:,, ... cm Kn ,::,, m::m;'i ;'iT:Jm ,.,:.. i:ilin 7:,~, □7i:1:i ,~ tt.-·,::in ri,;;, 
po:1 ;,7 :i":i" K7 ... ,n7nl, ,n~~:1~ ;,~•x, 1n:,1 ;'iX1"::l ,, ;,inni!l.ni :11:,n , ,n,11l c~w, 

i::lX ii7iZ.m ~71 .1~i!1'7::l ;"iTl:l':Z..'ii~::l ;'i?~•• ~71 1i771T ;-p:11•;;1 ?!11:::l:r X71 1liii:Jli• jiD:1 "Tl?:! 

inl'\11:i11ii:::li!li ,,:a:i □ l'\ ':J :iJii:t'? ,·nn x,, , ,:i,ii ,::i T.:,·~rr;.:,• ;-r~::i ~7:-t ;,:,,:- .,,:ix~ 

. 71:::i.n• 1Ji~17 t')0:,~1 i:! :i::l:i:-t~ , il17;'im 

It then withdraws from the world and its pli.:asurcs. and scorns physicality. all its desires 
and the like .... It begins to percei\'e God"s abilities and His utter supremacy. and 
surrenders itself and prostrates before Him in fear. dread, and terror in the focc of His 
Essence and greatness .... lt occupies itself with nothing but the service of God, nothing 
but thoughts of Him cross its mind, and it thinks of nothing else. It docs not move a limb 
other than to fulfill a wish of His, and does not move its tongue other than to mention, 
praise, acknowledge, and laud Him in love. and in the hope of pleasing 1-lim.8~ 

81 Pakuda, Duties of the Heart, trans. Feldman, 442. 
82 lbid. 
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Sum:ndering to God requires thinking of nothing else but God. Both body and mind 

must be dc\'otcd in complete service to God. One's limbs should only be used out of 

dedication to Admwi: one's words must be consumed with praising I Jim; one's thoughts 

should only be focused upon the Almighty. Then: is a singk-mindcdness to the adept' s 

devotion to God. In many ways. this is similar to Maimonides· depiction of the one who 

is slwgeh - obsessed - with loving God. 

In chapter three. Pakuda picks up again on this notion of derntcdncss to God, 

arguing that a room full of people will seem empty given one's limitless preoccupation 

with God: 

,m,::11r.i:i 71:li' :iv· .. , m,•,JJ 7m,~ :,":,", • 1·r:1 ,~~ ,,o .. ~,, , 7"J1":li?j ,;'i,v~n N,, 
N,, cip:m:i c~iw.n N, -i'~, N,::i O:i?J p,,;i, .N,~ N,:) 7"J"li:l 01N "J:l N,r.i tnv~ :,,:,,, 

. ,mr~::i, =,o,:n iJ1liJ r,:v , 7N,1:i:i ".J.J·iJJ· • ,.,:i,N:::l n~iu , .. ~n ;'i":,m, niiy;i:::1 lNin 

You will never leave God out of your thoughts: He will never depart from before your 
eyes. He will be in your company when you are alone: He will dwell with you in the 
deserts. A place full of people will be in your sight as though it were not full, and a place 
that is empty ,viii appear as if it were not empty. You will not be depressed when people 
are absent; you will not grie\'e when they arc missing. You will always be rejoicing with 
your God, glad to be with your Creator. exulting in His fa\'or. longing for His visitation.!13 

Pakuda depicts God as the constant companion. a being that exists always by your side. 

When one arrives at love of God. God will be the constant presence in one's mind. 

Obscr\'C the emphasis placed on the eyes and seeing. Buhya states that God will always 

be before one's eyes: a room fuJI of people with appear in one's eyes as empty. Whether 

Bahya is implying the physical act of seeing is unclear. Yet, a theme e\'ident in both 

medieval Jewish and non-Jewish sources is that the eyes arc the entry point for love. In 

his article, "The Concept of Love in Sepher Ha-..sidim," Monford Harris compares the 

work of Sefer Hasidim with non-Jewish plays and poetry from the twelfth to thirteenth 

83 Pakuda, Dlllies of the Heart, llyamson, 353. 
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centuries Europe. Quoting S.F. Barrow who studied French and English romances. he 

writes, "Nonna! access to the heart is through the eyes. whether the incentive force enters 

as a spark to kindle an extinguishable tire or as :m arrow to inflict an incurable woun<l:·s4 

Harris makes the same argument about Se/'i.·r Hasidim. Pointing to various excerpts, he 

argues that ··10,·e usually enters one· s soul through the eyes ... ~5 This is why the men were 

encouraged not to look at women. Although Pakuda is discussing love of God and not 

the love between men and women. these scholars ( in ~faimoni<lcs, Pakuda. and as we 

shall soon sec. the lwsidei Ashkena:) demonstrate a similarity between the love of God 

and the love of women. The lovesick obsession one feels for a woman is meant to serve 

as an example of the devotion one should off..:r to God. Although Pakuda is not explicit 

in this regard, the unceasing love he prescribes for God"s faithful is very similar to both 

the love described by Maimonides and the hasidei Ashkena::. 

One of the most critical ideas in Pakuda · s writing is that love of God requires 

relinquishing one·s attachment to the corporeal world. Tied to his notion of surrender, 

one cannot truly love God unless one no longer cleaves to the world of the flesh. He 

explains in the introduction to the Gate of Love: 

,J.,, .. ~,,.,- ,.,.,-1o..• ., .... ,., ,., .. , , ........ ··J""'""" ..... .,., --- , ...... ., n, ..... i"'"" ,!'''' 1J""'1 ... - ..... ·, •• , 
_ ..1 '' _,1 J l-111' -..t J IJ I .... .:,,.,.;::, 1.1.111 p..i -' .111,1 ;, Ii.I '>./ :;.,, I :.JIJ./ 1.; I"' I I-' ;, 

,·nmm~ •1J::i1 tl?1!7:1 nJ0~~ v,1 r?:~~;'i :i'-? :-i·0, li1'~Ji .iJ:i □?13j0 n::i;'i~ :rcrr,;, □li 
,n,:,01 ,, i!:loJ;, ·::i:, iiZi'!:lJ:J. :iliivn :·r;,m ,:i:O,::i. ~,,::,.:, r,J:,K :n.:.·•nn .:ir:J.i ;'ii:,:, ,:-s7'.j 

.,m~ 

So we placed the Gate of Abstinence before this one because one of the greatest 
deterrents to having the love of God fix itself in your heart is the love of the world that is 
fixed there. But empty your heart of the love of the ,,·orld, and free it from its desires 

84 Monford I larris, "The Concept of Love in SepherHassidim," JeH·ish Quarter(v Re1·iew, 
40, no. I (July 1959) 19. 
85 lbid.,29. 
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through awareness amt understanding, and the love of God will fix itself in your heart and 
establish itself in your soul as much as you want it to and arc aware of it.i-6 

Love of the world - C?1;.':i i1::::!:i~ -- must be overcome in order to achieve a complete love 

of God. Awareness and understanding - :i~•:n :i-i:::i - arc the tools by which desire and 

yearning for earthly matters arc renounced. Pakuda den:lops his doctrine of abstinence 

in the ninth gate. 

In the ninth gate. the Gate of Abstinence. P.ikuda argues that abstinence is a form 

of discipline and control. a way to master one's desires. It helps to de\'clop the soul. He 

divides abstinence into two categories: 1) exceptional abstinence (Gate nine: chapter 

four):i-:7 2) appropriate abstinence according to the Torah (Gate nine: chapter five). His 

later chapter is more important for our discussion. 

After breaking the issue into three divisions - dealings with others. our bodies, 

and personal thoughts and traits - he explains his doctrine of abstinence: 

ioK, ;,Ji'i.i.,.Ki:J ,·nriniil· Ki:i, ... tJ"KiJ;, 7•1::iK m!im,, 7·iiJ·in iOK'i ,,ntL·nw , 7:, ,,K,, 
N1?t:,• :i?J K,N ,,:::11:, 1?J ,, i"nn ,Ki ... cr1?t:::i:i O"i:J1:i j?'j i:li:>m 7"11:)itl o,:i,, 7liitl? 

.... 7r,;::,, 1?::,:i 7J1iti, •in,7',j ilii1 .o,,::i-:i ,,,~, iK ;,i,ri:i 7,,~, ,,,li'i:J 17::!i'i ,:m, 
7:l'i ,•,o·w ;,~ ,x 7' ,.,,~ 1JJ"Kill :,~ 'iN t:r:i;,~ 7mKi i.:i'1n'I 7,J•!i O~li, 7::, iiiN ,,riitl:11 
i~T:1 "!J''?'j?J .. .i, ,,,~ orNi.:l :i~ 7:ititn: 7"JTN Ot:K., :>"iiN 71i1i!,':i1 .... 7'"li1"i!,' :i?J::l :lizm~ 

7:::, ,nx ,,mv:i, .... o•:m::i o·::..·li~:i, rm~~;'i i~ 7mK tJ"1im:i ,:iJi:i1 jimtv:i, j'l:.J:,i 

,:,m il"l1" K'l;'it:,' :,~ ili'i:>m :ii1il,'~:i, ?:>N~:i j?J 7l1m ,, npr,::.,• ,Oli0:"1 iZ,',n iOK, 
.,, :i":i·, ,?::,,ni:,• ,,!i:::! inN v,::i, ,li ,~cm 1n::i'i:i ·r~::i u·::i·~mr,· .:im rJ:ih :i?i:mn:i, 

:.;·m,r, :i"mn .... :m;;n'i K? 7:t::i ,K on,:i li":.;'i? •1::i .,::i ri::n,:i, ,,::ii.nw ":)::> iJ~?'j t:ln~::i 
N?i:.' ,7ill':)J li":::!t::"l? ,:m, iit.-'N ?::>1 .li1:::!i:.-":::l 'K 01" ,,-~K .pm ,~i::. ;-J"ii" OK ,n•Jlin::J 

... jim·m ,m., :-,Kio,, ,:i 7m1,::, o•t:.,•, ,:-,t:,•:1 ,:iio•, ,,::, .:,n:,,.,.7',j;,, ,:iK?'j:i r:i:1 ?li IL-'":..,:i, 
. 11:i?J 77iZl u•Kt:,' ;,~::i nli:..?J ,.,,., !m~, ,,nw:i :,"n~, 

86 Pakuda, Dutie.~ cf the Heart, trans. Fcldmun, 440. 
87 Exceptional abstinence is required when people begin to favor this world too much, 
where their desire for material things has a stronghold on them. A more austere fom1 of 
abstinence is needed in order to steer people back to the path of Torah. 
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It is important to try to curb your senses and the movement of your limbs ... Start by 
curbing your tongue and lips by avoiding unnecessary words .... Allow it to speak about 
what is essential to your Torah an<l worldly concerns alone. Jv1 inimizc nei:dless 
conversations as much as po~siblc .... Try to shut your eyes to not sec what you do not 
need to sec, or which <listrnct you from thinking about important things .... Then try to 
stop your cars from hearing what you do not n..:cd tu hc.\r. .. like cc11ain songs or tunes, 
games, and exultations that distract you from fulfilling the commandments and doing 
other good things .... Then try to curb your appetite. Only take as much food and drink as 
you need. and no more. The way to do that is to reduce the number of side dishes you cat 
and make do with just one of them. if you can. Then be satisfied with just n little of it, 
which you should cut in order to digest your bread. not because you like it.. .. Then 
practice fasting as much as once a week. if you an: strong enough. And do as much as 
you can to train yourself not to taste\\ hat you cat or drink. as a discipline. Look at it as 
medicine rather thnn food .... Then try to keep your hands from touching things that do not 
belong to you from among the world's riches .... ~~ 

Everything from our mouths, tongue, eyes, ears and hands must be controlled in order to 

practice an appropriate lc\·el of abstinence. This discipline will free oneself to de\'otc all 

of one's acti\'ities and thoughts to God. But Pakuda is not calling for a complete 

separation from the world. He still argues that earning a livelihood is a necessary 

component of 1i f e. He explains: 

m:, , ,:::~~ z,,-i:r,:);i □;; ti~,,;; r:::~·::i crnim r•;-;:z.,- ,o;-;~ ;-;:ii;, "i;i' ?ni iJ·m::i, n:mv 1~:, 
oJi:)r,;i:,i :mm :i':iit-' -,,;,, r:::::i;i r,:,~,~::i -~~i:i, ;,~1~::i ,~n, ,:irwn., :i~:ii:l ,:i~v,n N::tN 

.tr;'i?K;i ni,::i;;, ,::i r1:,,'j :inKt:-' ~:::::i~ ,;-;T::i vo;.1n;i~ 7::i,::i 7mi:r,:::i 7::;:::~r, .,~, .o~l\::;;, j,'j 

So our teachers. peace be unto them. reported that many of them labored in secular affairs 
and yet in thought and feeling were apart from them. Thus Abba Hilkiah hired himself 
out as a ditcher: Shammai worked as a builder: Hillel made his li\'ing as a wood-chopper. 
Let not your \\'holehcartcd abstinence prevent your engagement in a secular occupation. 
since your intent therein is, as we have mentioned. to serve God.s9 

As he writes further on: 

... 1,0~ ,,~i'j r,npm :i?~ilt':i ii'j 7!iJi'j'1 7p~o ~'i'j"iU ;-m::i t:l:iJ i:,'i'jT1iU;i'? T17:: ;ir,~ pi 
. ip::,o::i po::r,;,-, ::~••t:; ?"i ... :iOJi!:l:"'1 iivn nwr,::,;i iV~i : 7i'j~J 1:J:,1 

You should use your hands in an occupation to supply your requirements in sufficient 
measure, that you may be saved from borrowing, or taking money that may not lawfully 

88 Pakuda, Dlllies <?l the Heart, trans. Feldman 420-421. 
89 Pakuda, Duties of the Heart, trans. Hyamson, 317. 
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be takcn ... .lt has been said: .. The first beginning of abstinence is to make proper 
arrangements for onc·s li\'clihoud:· ... This means that one should exert oneself in an 
occupation which gi\'CS one sufficient maintcnancc.90 

Earning a lh·ing is still a necessary component to life. It is what puts food on the table 

and clothes on onc·s back. An occupation prevents one from being a burden on others, 

borrowing from neighbors. or C\'Cll worse. stealing what docs not belong to you. But as 

the earlier passage demonstrated. oni.: should not be consumed with the job. Onc·s 

thoughts should be dedicated to ser\'ing the Crcutor. The emotions one has should be tied 

to God and not to the physical world 

Pakuda ·s work must be compared with that of Maimonides. who argued a similar 

position. The Rambam writes in Hile/wt Talmud Torah 3:10: 

r,~ ,,n :ii ~,:i :iv1:!::i ,~ cJi::,n~, :i::iN,~ ;ic•~, N:7i :i,,n:J vi□ ~'tti' ,::i, ?li c~tz,,•~:, ?::l 
r,~ CwC?~ N:i~~ :1i 01N =,,o, ,11!1 l1iiil1 ;"il;,•w:i :iD10 ;i::iK,~ :,~~ rxw ;'i1iTI ,:J, ... ow:, 

.m,,:::2:, 

Anyone who comes to the conclusion that he should in\'olve himself in Torah study 
without doing work and derive his livelihood from charity, desecrates God's name .... All 
Torah that is not accompanied by work will e\'entually be negated and lead to sin. 
Ultimately, such a person will steal from others. 

While Pakuda stressed the importance of abstinence, particularly its key role in 

arriving at love of God. he also wants to set limits to its implementation: 

7:i,~ni.tl :,~~ !i'~~m o~t:nn ·~·N,, cr11i·m:11 mr,:::i~:::i :·m;rir,i.tl ,;n,n:, ,,:i~~ :i.:'.l K~n ?N1 
.:i·::i,, ;'i~,~ rit:i:~~ x,,:i:i ,::i 

In this abstinence you must not transgress the limits laid down in the Torah by fasting on 
Sabbaths, festivals, or on Rosh l-lodesh, or by abstaining from fulfilling the duty imposed 
upon you by the Creator to propagate the human species.91 

Here too, there is a similarity to the Rambam. In Hilc:hot Deot 3: I, he writes: 

90 Ibid., 323. 
91 Ibid., 325. 
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Cl1K;"I 11K j"K"~11',j1 1;, :i!i1 711 tl;'iJ Ki't'.:l1 11::!'.:l:i1 :i1Ki1;i1 :iK~j?;i1 ,•Ki:, t:11K 1~K~ K~t:7 

K71 r ;,m:r K71 7:;.•:::i 7:::lK' K?i:.-' 1:.7 • i17iiK:i ,~, j?ii7i1K1 ,m,J Fm :.:..·,,~K ,071;7;'1 ,~ 

K~1,::l1 ;'ii!t'j;:i 77=~;'i1 p:..:.,·;, K?K :iK:i ::,.·1::i,~ :..:.,•::i7• N?1 :iK.l ;'i7'1J. J.i.:r K71 ;-1;,:,,K Ki:r 

c:r~::in ,,:::; 7:ni, ... Ki;in K7ji:l 1i 7,1:i 77:,~:, ,:i:J ,,,, i10N1 K':i ii:.'7 ,,, :-ii O} .... j;"l:J 

c:r,,:i::i ,~~::.; 70,K K:-i' K'?1 • 1J7J ;,71r,;, m::i·::~t.:,• tl'7:J1~ K?K 11',j'.::;:!,i' Cl1K l)Ji',j• l'\'?iV 

.n·,mt;i □•1:::11 ?li rm.n:1:.z,.•:i, 

A person might say. ''Since cn\'y. dcsirc, the pursuit of honor. and the like, arc a wrong 
path and <lri\·c a pcrson from the world. I shall separate from them to a \'Cry great degree 
and 1110\'e away from them to the opposite extreme:· For example. he will not cat meat, 
nor drink wine. nor live in a pleasant home. nor wc~1r fine clothing. but rather wear 
sackcloth an<l coarse wool and the like .... This. too. is a bad path and it is forbidden to 
walk upon it. Whoever follows this path is called a sinner .... Therefore, our Sages 
directed man to abstain only from those things which the Torah denies him and not to 
forbid himself permitted things by \'OWS and oaths ... 

Bahya is trying to find the right balance between engaging with the world and not 

being consumed by its values. It is certainly a fine line, one that takes constant practice 

and diligence on the part of its practitioners. While an occupation is a necessary part of 

life, Bahya argues we should not have feelings of love and attachment to the physical 

world. Physical possessions may be essential to our existence on earth but we should not 

derive pleasure from them. The seventh and final chapter in the Gate of Love of God -

"The Practices of those who Love God" - emphasizes this point repeatedly: 

=,o,::i;i ii'j □ :i:i o:i::iJitt' ;,1',j ,,:i~:i , □•}mm? =,o,::i:i o;,i'j ,p~J, om:::i?i'j m,~n:i ,om 

. j11on, ,~·i:.-·n K7i ... □m::i,r 7i':-i ~·K :in:i::i, . ,m~ ;i::i;,~7j, ~,,::i;, n11::i::i-, 

Sensual lusts have melted away from their hearts: the desire for pleasures has completely 
been removed from them, because they arc pem1eatcd by the yearning for the Creator's 
service and their love of Him. The lire of evil passions in their hearts is quenched .... 
They do not trouble about their lack [of material things].91 

And a little f urthcr along in the chapter: 

9~ Ibid., 375. 
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p::inc?;j jl";,, om~ O"i!in:ii ,~,,!i ,,m~ :m; .omn::i:i o.:i::i:i,, on,:m:::i 7::in ,"n~ ,m,~ o~, 
7:l"i iu::i, ,7:z.·::i.J ?!i~ □?1li'jl ·poli' n,,u "ip:ii , □jl"1li'?J 1?':::17 7n.::li' ,~,;,, ,o;,7;j 11m:l 

. 7J1~,:i, 7::i:i,::i K7 , 7::iu:J. O;'i~ ,, c,::i•,::;, cr,:i1::J. r,,, ,o:i:i 7n::iitm~ i?'7;jll':i~ 

If you wish to be afliliatcs with them, brother. and to be on thdr level, then forsake and 
divest yourself of worldly luxuries. be satisfied with the bare minimum, train yourself to 
do without. und lessen your worldly burdens. Allow your heart to not concentrnte on 
them and hurry to do the physical things you must do. but with your body only, not 
wholeheartedly or willfully.'1J 

It is the pleasure and desire that Bahya wishes to purge from our souls. Only then can we 

truly cling to the Creator in lo\'C. 

The last motif of Bahya ·s that I should like to examine is the question he raises in 

chapter four - is man capable of lo\'ing God? This is a significant question. None of the 

other sources we ha\'e studied ask this question. 

Pakuda argues that there arc three kinds of lo\'e. The first is the person who is 

willing to sacrifice money for the sake of love. The person who is willing to sacrifice 

money and limb for lo\'e falls into the second category. The third type of love includes 

the previous two, in addition to the sacrifice of one's soul. In many respects, this is 

similar to what we saw in the Mis/mah, Tose,lia and early midrashim. Bahya argues that 

Abraham is the exemplary model of lo\'e of God because he sacrifices all three. 

This is where I must disagree with Buhya. He argues that Abraham's ,villingness 

to sacrifice his son Isaac is an example of sacrificing Ii fe for the love of God. While it 

was certainly a sacrifice, it was not Abraham's to mukc. The other two examples, 

whereby Abraham spends his own money on strangers, so they would come to know 

God, and submitting his body to circumcision, involve a sacrifice of the personal self. 

find it difficult to believe that Abraham's agreement to slaughter his son for God, ,vhile 

93 Pakuda, Duties <?/'the Heart, trans. Feldman, 457-458. 
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cc11ainly painful. makes him an example of one who loves God ·•with all one's soul." 

However, it is clear from our analysis of the I le brew Crusader narratives that they would 

have agreed with Pakuda. They killcd their children for the sanctification of the God's 

name. If it is through our children that we achic\'c some degree of immonality, then the 

dclibcrnte slaughter of our offsprin~ is a sacrifice of lifo . ..., ~ 

Pakuda concludes that not e,·eryone could reach the li.!vel of love achieved by 

Abraham. If one docs. it is cenuinly due to the help of God. Instead. Bahya argues, 

" ... the fonncr two kinds of lo\'c of God [ for which one is ready to sacri ficc material 

possessions and bodily health] arc within the capacity of the majority of rational 

creatures .. :·94 ll is example for this is Job: .. Satan· s assertion to God shows us that these 

two kinds of love arc complete ways of loving God.""lJ5 In other words, one's sacrifice of 

life is not necessary for proving one's love to God. 

Bahya's Homt HC1-Lernrnt presents his beliefs regarding alwrnt ha-shem. 

Central to his idea is that while we must engage in the world for the sake of sustenance. 

our spiritual nourishment is to found in the service and love of God. Work we must do, 

but from pleasure and luxury we must abstain. We now turn to the work of the lwsidei 

Ashke,w= and examine the ways in which they arc both similar and different to Pakuda"s 

argumentation. 

Hasidei .-1.shkena:~6 

Love of God '"'·as an important component in the thinking of the lwsidei A.shkena=. 

They primarily pursued love of God through acts of self-abnegation. 

94 Pakuda, DIiiies of the Hean, trans. Hyamson, 355. 
9· 
'Pakuda, Duties of the Heart, trans. Feldman, 448. 

96 We will rely heavily on Sefer Hasidim, with the additional use of other key texts. 
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One of the most important passages describing their opinions is contained in the 

~nrgnliot edition. siman 14. It is quoted in full below. This will be followed by n 

cnrcfol examination of its pertinent themes and claims. 

:"IKi"::J 11::!!77 irK"i1::! 1J11"~ ('1 ,, cr,::i.1) 7::i::i, ?J::J 7":i?K ':i nK n::l:iK1 ':i n::l:iK ill71iV 

:iili' K";i 7:i :,::i;,K:i nnr.i·, :rn; ::1,::1, m::1;iK::11 ;,n~i:i-'::J 1i:i-'::lJ::J ;iiit.:,.•p ,n:.·::iJ 11::1;,K Kiinw 

:11:..J::i ;'iJ11~ ;-mm i:r, ,ni,j'K ?:.7 K::J K?i,j' c•::i, 0•7y, '•tKi.:l ':, "::l;"i1K ::i, ?:.i' n,:i:u,~, 

:.71:z.·::i:i n::in ,:n 1K11::i nm~i.:.-'1 ';"i nK7" =,p,m n,1:i:m 1:..J::i ;"iJ;iJ 1rK rn::i ;-n1•:z..· :iliitl:J1 

1"71:ii:i ?J:J i11K~ ?J:::li 1ij'!)J ?J:n 1:::l? ?J:J ':i nK ::i;-nK;i :17 .li,C'lii,j' 1;.,J::i i•;, K?:l ,.,,,., 

i1:l:iK:! ,~~:.i' ,,o~,, ':, :.:n,·p i11i.i':.i'71 c·::i,;i I'lK i11Ji?i 'n" Ki1::!jj ::l;"i1K;-t nW,':.77 TK 

w~~ ,,~n, K7ij'i . ir.i:.-'? Klji? ii~,., l'1::J:iK::! ,:.:.::.,J ,o~ ii:,'K FiJ;"i om:., iiw':.i' "ii.:,,'KJ K"i1::J:i 

i,jiii~ OK (:..":i 1"• n"~:.,.Ki::i) c:i,:iK::i 1ri~:.:.· ,~:i ii~~ rmp, 1:.7:11~::i ':, !.:..•nv •,:.ri.:l □,p~:i 
?"::JiZl:l :"li111 "7:11 1,i;:l? K?t:..'1 . j~:.i•J~ j1~~ mij?? :i~i K?i.tl liit.7"71\::J pi .?liJ 717':lt' 1!71 

"1J □"'11~m r,,7,j•::.m c•w·J m·K,, c:r,i·t:: :m:.71? pi • i"itlJ ri:rm ,.,,., li1':lt'liiVi 1.:r:n::lin 

ii!l::l~ ?i:.-'~ iliiji? i"?li"i .Kii::J:i ji~i Ki:ii.:..' ,::i,::i ,~:::, n,,m 1:i i1ii7:i!l:l C7i:t' ,:i, '•:,•iZ,J 
,,~:, ,,~, 0"7:.tl"ill ,~ ~,i,rr N?1 ii"J" N? o,,li, 71?~:, 1,~, K1:iill ,:i, ;;,,., '•:, t:lN t:!11 

':lt'11 J~ 77~;, ":l:'.:17 i"':lt':!:~ 1NJ 1itt"K :i'.li ;,1,11;., :iii~:.Z.,• ii~itl '•:,•1 1:-11~:l :i:.i'71111 :,~7 Ki;,:,v 

t:!"7i!l"1 :iitl:.i'" 7"N :Z...'j;,J1?1 inii,j1, 11, :Z...'"V/ :'i~::>1 ;'i~:> 1'1liN ?li i:l""i'1 "ii N1:iitl Nii:i:, j1X17 

:i,,n:i i,01'.\i, '•ii,-::1:, :,~:in:i n,::i·m::i ,,,:i mx~:i, :i,,n::i i'01li :iJ:iK~ ,:::m;:, . i•mx~ j1Xi 

mt w,,, "1J x,, ;'i!]ijj m'\,., •J~~ N?1 071!7::lill ,::i, ".l~~ N7 :i711:.. ;'iJ:iK ':, nN :l:i1N1 

Nii::i:, nN ::ii:iN, 7•,~, :i77J::l N:l? :,:::im:, tiio, n~N :,"::ip:iiZl •:i::i~ n~K:i ,:m; N7K :,:mm 

11'1:l:-IN:l ,•~n :ilii!l N1:i1 :-l!L'N n::i:iN, :i,,n:, t:!1KJ i11::l:iN7 :i7li" 1:.tlN ili :iJi, :,rn :"lJ;'iK 

,m• :in::l:iN •J~~ jitl"" 1\71 t:liJ" N? 1:ii1':l.,'?j1 ,,:iN~ m;::i t:ll 1N1:i:n ,nN~J 1?.)1i'J1 111JW::J 

7:::1:i, 1,:::,::1 ('1 •, o•,:i1) ,::,:::iZl ,~::, :,:i 1:..i!l" 1•r.m 1•::1:,1N J?J x,,:m n:i:iN 1"i1.l'l ;,m ,m.,, 

,;m (':, ':i ':lt'";,w) "JK ;,::i:iK n,,n •::, 7:Z...'7,j 711 ,n~:m:i :i~?iV ,~Kiti' :,n ,,,., 7:.z.,•:::i:i ?J:n 

iiVN 1!7 c1i,.::;-r J7:J ;"li1tL'i' Ni1J;"I ]"1::JjjN '•;-rr, K? ii:t'N 1":l~ ,:i, itl~w·:i, l::J1"J :i,,., 7:11 

N71 7:1:1, ,:i:i ('1 ,, C"i::!1) l)1~ill ,~::, ,:i~~ yin c,,::::i iiVK ,:i ::imr':lt' j1l:l 1"~11 :,::i :ilW" 

r::i;-r, c,K, ,, ,~,1 •:i ,:::i, 1,t;,• ,,,:i, n~K;i iii 7:i·::i, ,:w,·:.:.,• ii~r,::i N7K :,r pn• 

.l"':lt':i,, 1,•::,:.t.,•;,,, r::i;'i, ,, rrtzi• in:, •:::i:i mp ni,.:: ,, m:.i·•,,~:, mJi::im m~::,n::i 1,•::,;:;;,,, 
0"i::l1) :l"11J11~ill :iK,.,.,, :"l:l:"1K7 ,:i, ;-m: Niu:,11::i:i:i:, iiJT :,:,~r,•, ,~ill ,,:in• Nii::l:'11 

111:l;"IN? ,,,:, N1;-t 7"N;"ii Ni"n 7";"17K ':, nN (::."• t:litt' Otii') i~KJi 7";'i7N ':, nN 11::l:iKi ('1 ,, 

77:.7 r:m, 1"N iiVN C"K"i::li~:ii c:r,,,::.:, :,"Ji':i ,~· i"lllli~::l C1N:"I jJ1Jn"i!t' :il:iV:l 1l"IN7"71 

pi NiiJ;-!1 iJ:)Jjj ,,,,.:, OiV nlii? ;"1711l ;'iil\11 ;'11Kn~, 1K::i~, n:i:.z.,•~, :i:i,N ,,~ ri' K1?1 

,~~'.li:l :i7Nj! tl'i::11::l :itt.m~ K1:'1ill:l1 .•n 1?N7 c•;-i1,K, ,u.,•::i:i ;"IN~~ ('l ::J"?,j 0,7:,r,) ,,, i~N 

. 1")!)? :itii::n.,, ;-i,i, J'1::11::J n,,,.,,'.li ;"i?::lill1 1N~ :-IJUi' ,,,:i Ni:-lill ,n::i•, K,,, ,,,mN, ~Jnjj Ki:, 

.1Ji:lTn ,:, iVi)N :,~ 'il 1 7,mli"::l.~N "tt,•::i·~ 7"~ill ;'i!'\il\ •:, ('1 'n o•1,;,r,) ,,, ,~N p, 

The root of love of God is "You shall love Adonai your God with all your heart," (Deut. 
6:5). Our Creator commanded us to serve Him with trembling - so that the love of our 
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soul be bound up with llis soul in joy. in lo\'c. with a good heart and the joy of love. It is 
so strong that it o,wpowcrs the hcurt of those who love Go<l. that even for a man who has 
not been with his wife for many days and has a great desire for her docs not find the 
moment that he shoots like an arrow [i.e. ejaculates] us enjoyable as the strength and 
vigor of foaring Go<l and finding joy in the Creator. All the delight one receives from 
one's beloved children arc liki.: nothing compared to the pleasure of the heart of one who 
loves God with all his heart and with all his soul and all his might. and all his 
meditations. I low docs one fulfill love of the Creator'? To give merit to the masses, to 
sanctify God's name, to offer himself in the love of the Creator, like Pin has the priest 
who gave his soul in Ion! for his Crc.itor in zealousness for I !is name. And one should 
not desire possessions in a place where there is God's I loliness. in his refusal to take 
money like we found with Abraham "I will not take so much as a thread or a sandal strap 
of what is yours," ( G,mesis 14:23 ). and a \so with Elisha who did not want to take money 
from Na'::unan. Do not quit from studying Torah for the sake of pleasures and the delight 
of one's children and the love women. Abandon aimless walking and looking at women 
and the pleasures of songs in order that his heart will be complete with the love of God 
and will burden and toil for the thing that is the will of the Creator .... 
The one who serves out of lo\'c is busy with Torah. commandments. walks in the proper 
paths of wisdom. and is busy with Torah and loves God with a great love, not out of 
something in the world. and not out off car of cvi I and not in order to inherit the good, 
rather serves in truth because the I loly One. blessed be He, is truth and the end of good. 
One needs to love the Creator with a great and mighty love until he is sick out of his love, 
like a man who is sick for a woman, and he is always obsessed with his love, in his 
sitting, in his getting up, in his comings and goings, when he cats and drinks. He does 
not rest or sleep out of his love. Even more than this should the love of the Creator be in 
the hearts of those who love Him always and arc crazy for Him, like it is commanded of 
us (Deut. 6:4) "with all your heart and with all soul.'' This is like Solomon said in his 
wisdom by way of a parable "lam faint with love." (Song of Songs 2:5) This thing is 
known today like the sun to all who understand that the love of the Creator will not be 
bound up in the heart of man until he is obsessed with it always, for example by 
abandoning everything that is in the world except for Him like it is commanded (Deut 
6:4) "with all your heart." This can only be achieved with knowledge that knows Him. 
Therefore, this is the truth of the matter for man needs to understand and comprehend the 
wisdom and concepts that arc known according to his ability to understand and 
comprehend and grasp. The Creator, blessed is His name and exalted is His merit, the 
honored and re,·ered One, commanded us to lo\'c und fear His name, as it is written, 
(Dcut. 6:4) "You shall love Adonai your God," and it says ( Dcut. 6: 13) '"Adonai your 
God, you should fear." How should one love Him and fear Him? At the moment that 
man contemplates the creations of the Holy One, blessed be He, the great wonders that 
have no comparable value or end, immediately he loves and praises and glorifies and 
yearns with a great desire to know the great, honored and revered Name. As David said, 
(Psalm 42:3) "My soul thirsts for God, the living God." And when he thinks of these 
things, he will recoil to behind himself and will be afraid that he is a tiny creation, lowly, 
standing with simple and scanty knowledge before him. As David said, (Psalm 8:4) 
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"When I bd10kl your hea\'ens. the work of your fingers ... what is man that you have been 
mindful of him.'.in 

Beginning with the same biblical proof text for the lo\'c of God that we have seen 

throughout this thesis - Deuteronomy 6:5 - the passage then demonstrates how love of 

God is a powerful forcc or emotion tlrnt one must feel or experience. Love of God is 

meant to be experienced as joy - :-iii~-.:,•:,,. This word repeats itself many times in this 

passage. Although we may tremble with fear. it is delight we an: supposed to feel. 

The joy is overpowering. O\'crwhclming the adherent with its strength: "it is so 

strong that it overpowers the heart of those who love God," :i, ,v .n,::i,..n~, ;-m1 N";"'l 7' 

';, ":J;"'liK. In foct. it is so powerful that one's love of God is meant to surpass the love one 

has for one's wife and children: "All the delight one receives from onc·s beloved 

children are like nothing compared to the pleasure of the heart of one who loves God with 

Not even the power of an orgasm can surpass the love one carries for God: 

m;,J U"K rn::i ;,ii":7 :il7:.:::i, :i1l.J::i ;'i:i,,~ :·mu, :.:..·.,, mT.:-'N ,l7 K:i N,iV z::r::1, ti"~" '"::iNi!l 
,~,,:i I"lii~~·, ':i r,~,~ =,pin, ri,,:i,.r, 1l.J:::I 

even for a man who has not been with his wife for many days and has a great desire for 
her docs not find the moment that he shoots like an arrow [i.e. ejaculates] as enjoyable as 
the strength and \'igor of fearing God and finding joy in the Creator. 

It truly is no surprise that these men compare the power of lo\'c of God to an orgasm. 

While a woman may describe the most powerful moment of her life, as experienced by 

97 Similar material is found in the Wistinetzki edition of Sejer Hasidim, siman 815. Siman 
300 in the Margaliot edition is also very similar. 
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her body. as the moment she gives birth. for men. it is likely that the closest they 

physically felt to the intensity of love was at the moment of ejaculation.9~ 

After describing the intensity of the desire for God. the text asks how one is to 

fulfill the obligation to lo\\; God. Some of the ansm:rs \\·e have already looked at in 

pre\'ious chapters. such as sanctif)1ing God"s name through death, engaging in the study 

of Torah. gi\'ing up onc·s material possessions and obscn·ing God's commandments. 

But. thcn we sec the way in which the lwsidei A.shke11a:: encourage ascetic practice in 

pursuit of the love of God: 

rn-~i, cr,i•t :m!i? p1 .i•t:,.·J ri:rm 1•1',• !ii~:t~:.:,.·, o·:m1·n ,•:::1iz-•:::i :ii1T'l ·,::11 ?U:::!? K,w, 
.~i,:::iTi i,~, ~,:1:-· ,:n:i. ?t!71 iii1t=1 ':1 nn~i.:-'::J □,:.· ,::i, '•:1•:.:,.• ·,, r::r,,r.m m~•li'Ji o•wJ 

Do not quit from studying Torah for the sake of pleasures and the delight of one's 
children and the loYe women. Abandon aimless walking and looking at women and the 
pleasures of songs in order that his heart will be complete with the love of God and will 
burden and toil for the thing that is the will of the Creator .... 

The aim of these practices is to remove oneself from any distractions that may 

pre\'cnt one from focusing wholeheartedly on Ion~ of Go<l. Women. songs. and aimless 

activities arc such obstacles. Even one's own children and wife stand in the way of 

complete lo\·c in onc·s heart. 

Worldly desires must be abandoned for the purposes of love of God. In the 

Wistinctzki edition of Se.fer Hasidim, siman 815, we ha\'\~ different language: 

He should worship and love the blessed holy One. 'in all your ways know him' 
(Prov. 3:6), •·to love the Lord" (Dcut 11: 13), for the soul is filled with love, and it 
is bound in joy, and that joy drives away from his heart the pleasures of the body 
and the delight of the world .... 

98 These ideas were generated by a class conversation led by Dr. Sharon Koren, Studies 
in the Zohar, 0 I /15/2008. 
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Love of God can only be truly attained once "the pleasures of the body and the delight of 

the world .. - neimot hag1{,· 'ta-mmg lw-olam- ha\'c been driven away. This is a classic 

exm11pk of how the Jwsidd Ashk,ma: support an .1scctic lifestyle in the pursuit of love of 

God. 

The concluding material in thi~ siman is similar to what we studied earlier in 

Maimonides' texts. The author goes on to compare the love of God with lo\'e of a 

woman, arguing that one's lo\'c one must be similar to an illness: 

;'iil,,'l'\ l"l::l;'iK, ;'i,,n:, OiN::l in:J;'iK7 ;'i7M" ,~·K ,11· ;'i::J,, iit;] :i:!:iK K11:l:1 .i1N ::l1:iN, , .. ,~, 

N,, 1:m" N, 1:il"1iZn~, ,,:iN~ l"lli:l tJ11K1::l::l1 ir,N~:l ,~,i':11 1T1:!it':! 1l"l:l:iK:l ,,~r, ;"1}1ill K1:i1 

:,r,::i:,K "j~~ jttl"" 

One needs to lo\'C the Creator with a great and mighty love until he is sick out of his love, 
like a man who is sick for a woman. and he is always obsessed with his love, in his 
sitting, in his getting up, in his comings and goings. when he cats and drinks. He does 
not rest or sleep out of his love .... 

Love of God must consume him. day and night. throughout everything he docs. 

Not only must it be his constant companion but he also must abandon everything else in 

the world for its pursuit: 

iu,.•~ :,:, ::imriZl 1u:> , .. ~r, :,::i :,:.ir ii:t•~ 1:i Cit\:'i :i?:i :iiiitlp ~,,::i:, n::i.:,~ '~:in ~, 
... ,J~~ rm o,w::J 

... the love of the Creator will not be bound up in the heart of man until he is obsessed 
with it always, for example by abandoning e\'crything that is in the world except for 
Him ... 

This is only a further example of their support for a monastic-like existence, removed 

from the pleasures and beauties of the world they live in. 

As we read the very last few lines of siman 14, there is a striking similarity with 

language of the Rambam in Hile/wt Yesodui Ha-Torah. I compare the two most 

important passages below: 
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Seier Hasidim. Siman 14 
□"?11;:, :i"::lj?:i ?il,,' ,·::.·1·7.)J □iN:i p1Jn•-.:.i· ;'i:)::,'J il7Ni•7, ,n:i:,:-,:7 7ii:i N1;-i 7·N:i1 

mn? :i?11l :,1:-.:n ;'i1Nl7t1 7:-.::J?Ji ii:t.:.m, J:i1N ,·~ i'i? ~,, 7,~ C:i7 j"N ,:.:-·N tl"N?~i~:,, 
Ni;'iw':i, ."ii ,x, t:l":i?~? •:nn ;'iN/j::; ('; ::l 11b l:l'?:ili) ,,, i7:~ p, Ni1J:i1 1::i:,:i:, ?11l;'i Q:t.,' 

;'i?::.li:/1 1N~ :1Jwji '"iJ Ni;'iil,,' ,n:::i·, ~, .. , 1"i1iiN7 !ii1ij Niii ,~::;:::i :i7N:1 t:l"i:J.1::l ::lilt'iib 

T.ili!iJ::;x ·::::\m 7"7.)u' :iNiN •:, ('1 'n ~r,:in) 111 ,~N p, . 1·;:::i, ;'it:i:.77.)i ;'i?j? .m;,:i n,m:i 
.i:i,:im •:, w,:ix 0b ·,:., 

Ramham. Hilc/101 Yesodei HaTorah 2:2 
□•,,1;:, r::rN,:::i:i:, i·Nn::n 1·::i·::b::i □i~;'i 1;1:m·:.:,.• :,::r.:,,·::i .1T'INi"1 1i7::l:iN7 711:, x•;i 7~•;,1 

:i,n; :,~Nn :iixn~, iN::i~, n:i-.:.i·~, :i:,,x N1:i ,·~ rv x,, 7,~· :i, rNt:i' ,n~:m Fi~ ;,xi•, 

,,x:, rr,:11::i Ji;,•m:~.:::i, :n ?N? tl";'i7N? ·::n::i:i :i~~i 111 ii':N-.:-' m:i )11;:, ct:l:i !ii"? 

;i?i? m.11::i nim;; ;i'?~N ;'i?:Jv' :-Dwi? :i•,:i i'\1:iv' :.711•1 1ii:::i•, ,.,,nx, 1·n,:i xi:, , .. ~ ,~~ll' 
•:i u'iJN :,~ Tl'1ili::l:{N :,-;:,·::;~ Tti:l :iN7N ·:i ,,, itNi' ,~, ,m;;, i:rtn •:m, ;'iti!i~ 

.Ui::>Tn 

In these two excerpts. we sec not only similar ideas but also the use of the same words 

and phrasing. It is highly unlikely that the authors of Sefer Hasidim were copying from 

the Mishneh Torah. Joseph Dan in his book Hehre,r Ethical and Homi/e1ical Lilerature 

(Hebrew) provides the answer to this puzzle: 

But in the Bologna version. two small units were appended to the body of the text, 
one from the Mislmeh Torah of the Rambam and the second from the book 
Wisdom of the Soul of Rabbi Eleazar of Wom1s. Nevertheless, it is clear that 
these were later additions and in the Panna version there is no trace of thcm.99 

The Margaliot edition of Se.fi.•r Husidim is based on the Bologna manuscript. Dan does 

not clarify which section of the .\lishm.:h Torah is later appended to the manuscript. Yet 

the near mirror image of these two texts makes it fairly obvious that the material 

originated with Hi/chot Yesodai HaTorah 2:2. This may be one reason why many 

scholars pref er the Wistinctzki edition of Se.fi:r Hasidim. based on the Pam,a manuscript, 

99 Joseph Dan, Sijh11 Hamusar V'/uu.larush. Hehrew Ethical and Homiletical Literature, 
(Jerusalem: Kcter Publishing, 1975), 126. 
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since it appears to have fewer corruptions in the text. mo Since it appears that this material 

was a lah~1· addition. we cannot assume that the authors of Seji!r Hasidim advocated such 

an approach to lo\'c of God. llowe\'cr. the addition is pcrlrnps evidence that later readers 

of Se_kr Hasidim attempted to combine the two. 

Eleazar of Worms wus a leader in this circle of lwsitlei Ashkena::. In his shoresh 

lw- 'alwmll. appended to his Sefer J-la-Roqeah, he explains how lo,·c of God is uchie\'Cd 

through acts of self-abnegation: 

The soul is full of lo\'c of God and it is bound with ropes of love in joy and the 
goodness of the heart. ... The lover thinks not about the pleasure of this world, and 
he is not concemcd about the excursions of his wife, nor about his sons and 
daughters. and C\'crything is as nothing for him apart from fulfilling the will of his 
Creator, to render others meritorious. to sanctify his name, and to give himself in 
the love of him as Abraham. 'I swear [to the, God Most High. Creator of heaven 
and earth]. l will not take so much as a thread or a sandal strap· ( Gen. 14:22-23 ), 
and as Phineas who gave of himself when he killed Zimri (Num 25: 14). They do 
not elevate themselves, speak trivial words, look at the faces of women, and they 
listen to their reproach but do not r.::spond, and all of their thoughts are with their 
Creator, and they sing sweet songs to their Creator, and all the designs of their 
thoughts bum from the fire of his love. 101 

In comments to his translation, Wolfson writes: 

The devout love of God. therefore. demands an unequivocal turning away from 
mundane affairs and especially the pursuit of physical pleasure .... Pious devotion 
demands an unwa\'cring commitment to God that renders all concerns with 
mundane matters trivial. 1111 

As we can sec, there arc many similarities between Eleazar's words and those 

found in S<:fa Ht1sidim. They both point to Pinhas and Abraham as i.:xcmplary models 

of love of God. They both argue that love of God should be fulfilled through such acts as 

making others meritorious. sanctifying God's name, and offering one's soul to God. Most 

100 Wolfson, "Martyrdom, Eroticism, and Asceticism," 208. 
IOI Ibid., 187-188. 
102 Ibid., 188-189. 
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crucial to the argument I have been making is that they both support acts of asceticism as 

part of the practice of IO\'C of God. A single-minded devotion to God is called for. Love 

and care for one's children or wife must not be allowed to impede this holiest of tasks. 

Eleazar anrncs that one must rcmo\'C one's thou!!hts "from th!! tJlcasurc of this world.'' 
~ ~ 

One's mind is to be filled only with thoughts of Ado11ai. 

I lumility is the quality that stands out in the excerpt from Eleazar of Worms . 

.. They do not clc\'atc thcmsch·cs .. and .. they listen to their reproach but do not respond" 

arc ull markers of humility. They should not sclf•aggrandizc nor respond to attacks they 

may receive. These arc practices that will keep on the correct puth of serving God. 

Howc\'cr, there is one key difference. The s,.~/er lw-Roqeah states that .. they sing 

sweet songs to their Creator." Y ct, in simcm I 4 from the Margo1iot edition, the text 

equates singing songs with looking at women and taking aimless walk, practices one 

should abandon in the name of love of God. One possibility is that Sefer Hasidim was 

referring to meaningless melodies that were not offered in service to God, whereas 

Eleazar is speaking of songs as prayers sung to God. This would fit with what we know 

of Eleazar. In addition to writing books of theology and lwlaklw, he was a notedpaytan, 

authoring several pzrutim. According to Joseph Dan. "his poems express dC\'otion to. and 

worship of God.'' 103 In addition, he wrote commentaries to the siddur. 

In the texts studied so far, women have played a foil to man"s love of God. While 

the excerpt from Se/er Hasidim compared the crazy love one must feel for God to the 

lovesick frenzy man feels for woman, love for women is a terrible obstacle that must be 

defeated. Nothing can stand in the way of the overpowering nature of alwrnt lw-shem. 

103 Joseph Dan, "Eleazar bcn Judah of Worms," Enc:n:/opedia Judaica. Eds. Michael 
Berenbuam and Fred Skolnik, 2nd ed. (Detroit: Macmillian Reference 2007) 6: 304. 
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I lowever, as Elliot Wolfson rightfully points us, the hmidei Ashkena:! did not promote 

cclibacy. 104 Sex with one ·s wifo was still a necessary component to marriage. Y ct, the 

libido was a force to be constrained and redirected in the interest of love of God. 

According to Wolfson ...... their understanding of the love of God, which is described in 

intensely erotic tl!rms. entails the renunciation of camal passion. One must substitute the 

scaring flames of sensual lust for the purifying blaze of the hca\'cnly firc:· 105 

In siman 59. taken from the \Vistinctzki edition of Si-fer Hasidim, the author 

discusses how gazing at the physical appcarancc of a woman could destroy the ability to 

have a vision of Goct·s glory: 

The hair of a \\'Oman is a kwd matter. as it says ... your hair is like a flock of 
goats" (Song of Songs 4: I). [He who looks at the hair of a woman] will not merit 
[to see] "the hair of His head that is like lamb's wool" (Dan 7:9). lfhc is careful 
not to look at a woman he will see the glory, as it says. ··when your eyes behold 
the king in his beauty." (Isa. 33: 17).10(' 

The danger of gazing at a woman, or c\'en just being in her general presence as 

the next passage indicates, is that it may ignite one's libidinous urges. The following is 

from Eleazar of Wom1s' Sefer Ha-Roqeah: 

This is the instruction for one who repents with all his heart and all his soul, and 
he comes to cleave to his Creator. Each person should consider in his heart [the 
verse] "and I am sanctified in the midst of the children of Israel'" (Lev. 
22:32) ... He must say to his heart: I should not restrain my spirit for the sake of 
my Creator for C\'en a short while, and I should not take pleasure for even a short 
while in matters of adultery and impurity. I must accustom my eyes not to look at 
the face of a woman for she is fire .... One must avoid all physical pleasure with 
\\'Omen, seeing them, touching them, sitting with them, seeing their lovely 
gam1ents, hearing their voices in speech or song. s~caking with them, whether 
married or single, with the exception of his wife. 10 

io.i Wolfson, "Martyrdom, Eroticism, and Asceticism," 189. 
105 Ibid .. 189. 
106 Ibid.: 191. 
107 Ibid., 193. 

97 



As this passage demonstrates, nullification of all sexual desire is required in order to 

properly love of God. Sexual arousal is an obstacle that must be overcome. 

Wolfson argues tlrnt one of the ways the pietists would weaken their c.mrnl desire 

was through focusing on the di\·inc name. specilicully the Tctmgrnmmaton. The 

following passage. taken from a mc<lic\·al manuscript. ioi< highlights the use of such a 

practice: 

This is [the meaning of the verse] shemi le-'olam. 'This shall be My name 
forever· (Exod. 3: 15). [the word shrn1i signilics] s/11 • .>m yod [i.e., the name that 
begins with yod, the T ctrngrnmmaton]. it is written le- 'olam. for [the name is 
transmitted] to the one who in the world ('olam) is pure of all 
transgression .. .. Shemi le 'olam, the unique name (shem lw-meyudwd) is only 
re\'ealcd to one who has abrogated the desire for women from his hcart. 109 

As Wolfson explains. 

According to this source, the transmission of the Tetragrammaton, which is the 
main praxis to bring about the vision of the glory, is linked to the nullification of 
sexual desire. The name can only be promulgated to one who has extirpated erotic 
yearning from his heart. 1111 

As this section has demonstrated, the lwsidei ,·bhkenu= supported an extreme 

form of asceticism in support of their goal of love of God. Women in particular served as 

the main obstacle men had to overcome in order to direct their hearts with the proper 

intention. Only one source I uncovered dealt witl1 the issue of women and love of God -

the Se.fer Had1im1ch. by Rabbi Pinhus Halcvi of Barcelona. In his discussion of the 

commandment to love God. he writes: 

It [love of God] applies in every place, at every time, for both men and women. 

108 MS Oxford, Bodleian Library 1566, fol. 38a. 
109 Ibid., 190. 
110 Ibid. 
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Love of God is understood as a positive commandment. not time-bound. 

Therefore. it is logical to assume: that women arc commanded to love God, since women 

arc obligated in many positive comnmndmcnts, such as the obscrnmce of Slrnbbat and 

the laws of kashrut. I lowcver. I lalcvi docs not provide any greater details in his 

commentary. It is important to note that the Rambam also writes about love of God as a 

positive commandment; howe,·cr. he explicitly states that women arc not obligated to 

lo\'c God. At the end of his enumeration of the positive commandm.:nts in his Se.fer Ha­

.\lit=mt, he discusses in general tcnns which commandments women arc and arc not 

obligated in; love of God ( commandment number 3) is one in which they arc not 

obligated. Perhaps this is because womi.;-n wi.;orc not obligated to study Torah,111 the 

necessary path for achieving love of God. 

Returning to the hasidei Ashkena=, their source of pleasure was devotion and 

service to God, not engagement with the world that surrounded them, In this respect, they 

were similar in their thinking to Ibn Pakuda, although he was not nearly as extreme. 

While Pakuda supported a complete immersion in thoughts of God, he also recognized 

the need for economic sustenance. I le did not argue that one should forego seeking one's 

livelihood in the marketplace. However. no such nod to civil society is offered in the 

works of the lws;df!i Ashke,w:. Aside from abiding by one's God-given commandment 

to procreate and fulfill the roles of father and husband, it appears that every other clement 

of the world is meant to be forgotten. 

We tum now to a reflection on the previous five chapters, examining their 

wisdom for the modem age. 

111 Hilc/101 Ta/nwJ Torah I: I 
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Chapter Six: Towards a New Understanding of Love of God 

Over the course of fh'l! chapters. WI! have l!Xumined how Jewish trndition has 

intcq,reted the commandment to love God. Beginning with chapter onl!, we saw how 

love of God from the perspccti\'c of the Bible is understood us a commitment to the 

commandments. Love or God means obedience to I !is will. In chapter two, the Talmud 

Ba\'li and various midrashim dcmonstratcd that lo\'e of God is not merely something we 

feel but something we must do. The early rabbis claimed tlrnt Ion! is un act, not an 

emotion. Through the study of Torah. treatment of our fellow human beings, through our 

money and material possessions. or through prayer. we fulfill the commandment to love 

God. Chapter three discussed how lo\"e of God "'with all one's soul" has come to mean 

through death. Maimonides' argument, that lo\'e of God can only be achie\'ed through 

knowledge of God, was the central thesis of chapter four. In chapter fi\'e, we discussed 

the thinking of both Bahya lbn Pakuda and the lwsidei :hhken£1=. Each argued that love 

of God would only be possible by sc\'ering one's attachment to the physical world. 

Love of God appears to have been a rich topic in Jewish sources across the 

centuries. But that has changed in our own time. Love of God is not a popular theme for 

Jewish philosophers today. In spite of the fact that we recite our obligation each day to 

"love God," "love of God" has become more frequently associated with the Christian 

faith. William Moran, a Christian scholar writing in the early 1960s, claimed that 

"probably no subject in the book of Deuteronomy ... has been so thoroughly studied as its 

teachings on love: Yahweh's love for Israel, and the imperative necessity of Israel's love 

for Yahweh in rcturn.''112 He could not have been talking about the Jews. Very little 

112 Moran, p. 78. 
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contemporary Jewish scholarship exists on this topic. Only one major scholarly work 

from a Jewish perspective exists on this topic- ~tichad Fishbanc's The Kiss t~/God. 

published in 1994. The only other book on this subject was an in<.kx of all textual 

sources that mentioned love of God. called ,\/it=rnt A.lum,t Ado11ai. by Yoscf Ginzburg, 

published in Israel in 1993. While there were a few scholarly articles within the 

literature. on Maimonides. or Wolfson·s scholarship on the husidei Ashken,c, there is no 

circle in Jewish academia devoted to lo\'e of God. 

Why choose a thesis topic which appears to be on the fringes of Jewish 

scholarship? I believe it is an important topic. I wanted to know what it meant to love 

God from the pcrspccti\'c of the Jewish tradition. The prc\·ious the chapters ha,·e 

accomplished this goal. This chapter will pro\'idc a more personal response to what I 

have uncovered. The sources on martyrology I find most difficult. I will explain some of 

my concerns below. I continue by claiming there is \'alue in some of what the tradition 

has to teach us. Loving God by how we treat others is the most compelling. I also find 

helpful the sources that emphasize the need for separation from the physical world. 

Although I do not ad\'ocatc an ascetic existence. I do bclic\'c our love for material things 

stands in the way of loving God. I argue that God can be found in the relationships we 

have with ourselves, each other and the earth. It is in culti\'ating these three connections 

that we can truly love God. 

I then present a glimpse into the writings of Erich Fromm, bell hooks and Carol 

Ochs on the meaning of loving God. l claim that more writing needs to be done on love 

of God from the perspective of the 21 st century. These three authors have begun the 

work; we now need to follow in their steps. 
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I conclude by quoting Maimonides. I support his contention that love of God can 

be reached through an exploration of God's creations. I claim that our gratitude for the 

world and for life is a sign of our lo\'c for God. I begin now with an exploration of how I 

came to realize thl! importam.:e of lo\'c of God to li,·ing a mi:aningftll lifc. 

I ha\'e always associated God with fear, and not lo\'e. Yet. I have been reciting 

the 1· 'aha,·ta for years. I was lllll conscious of its meaning until a few years ago. It was 

only when I found myself working with patil!nts at Beth Israel hospital three summers 

ago that I began to undcrstand lo\'c and how it related to God. 

I sat with an old woman, seemingly just days from her death. She spoke to me of 

her life. and of her husband and sisters who had passed on before her. As l stood up to 

lea\'c, she looked at me, took my hand and said "I love you." Feeling the need to 

respond, I looked at her and said "I love you too." 

I have struggled with this moment ever since. Did this woman seeing me play the 

part of God'? Was her declaration of Ion! a forn1 of amor dei'? Was my response a stand­

in for the kiss of God she so badly needed? I began to believe it was possible to love 

God. I began to seek out what Judaism had to say about love of God, and hence, this 

thesis was born. 

Through the previous five chapters, I have explored love of God through Jewish 

sources as both a scholarly endeavor and as a means to finding an answer to an important 

question. (f I am commanded to love God, how must I act'! Do I accept what the tradition 

has to teach me? 

The material on martyrology is the hardest to accept. I do not judge these 

martyrs. Yet, I cannot imagine giving up my life for the love of God. Although I can't 
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imagine living my lifo as anything but a Jcw. 11 ~ the notion of dying for my religion is still 

foreign. almost inconceivable. ~1y love for lifo is too strong nnd my foar of ,foath even 

greater. If love of God truly requires my own death. then I admit I am incapable of 

fulfilling it. 

The ncgati\'c association with martyrology is due to the fact that we live in a 

world where pcoplc ill1t. dying for the sukc ur God - where suicide bombers kill 

thcmscl\'CS and others in Pakistan. Iraq. and Israel. Fundamentalists who kill for their 

God arc on our planes and subways. in New York. London. and Madrid. Dying for God 

has extremely ncgati\'c associations in our culture. 

But dying for God is just one component of the Jewish tradition we have 

witnessed. The material from the S(/i·e and Enralw Rabhah teach us that our interaction 

with others is the best expression of our love of God. Our actions in the public square 

affect hmv we arc seen. and can reflect on our God. religion. and people. When a Jew 

murders his wife, it decreases the love for our God in this world. When a Jew steals, or 

exploits her workers. we become a blighted people. But when a Jew rises to the Supreme 

Court, or fights for the rights of African•Americans and others' civil rights, or pays her 

employees a li\'ing wage. the love for the Jews. and thereby for God, increases. We can 

be lovers of God in terms of how we act, by making the name of the Jewish people a 

blessing. and not a curse. 

Although I do not support the ascetic lifestyle of the Jwsidei Ashkena::: nor the 

hennit-likc existence propounded by Pakuda, I do believe there is wisdom that can be 

garnered from their beliefs. Rather than be consumed by an attachment to material 

113 I would sooner give up my Canadian citizenship than my Jewish birthright. 

103 



possessions, both the Gcmrnn-Jcwish pictists anJ Pakuda envisioned a relationship with 

God based on a single-minded de\'otedness. They argued that "lo\'c and delight in the 

world" interfered with the sol!.! objecti\'c of lo\'ing God. Agreeably. consumerism, 

materialism and the sense of our own importance blinds us to what is most important­

our relationship to the earth. to each other. und to oursd\'es. God lin~s in each of these 

places. Each of these relationships needs to be culti\'ated in time. But given the culture 

in which we li,·c, where "time is money." dedicating time to these three lite-sustaining 

relationships is difficult. \Ve must carve out space to do this. By doing so, love for the 

God that li\'es in these relationships will grow. 

While the ll.!xts we examined contain important teachings that resonate with us, 

they still lea\'e us in need. Pre-modem in origin. we struggle to find ourselves in these 

texts. We ha\'c dc\'clopcd new God language to express how we understand the world. 

Recently, God has been defined as a force, a power, a spark, no longer just an omniscient 

being measuring our good deeds and sins. With these reconfigured concepts of God in 

hand, we need new understandings of lo\'c of God and how we make manifest that love 

in the world. In the past few decades. scholars ha\'e begun to address this issue. Erich 

Fromm, in his book The Art <?f"Lol'ing, writes. that .. to love God ... [is] to long for the 

attainment of the full capacity to lo\'e:· 114 In this model. God is the power that gives us 

the strength to love. By yearning to lo\'e others, we embrace God in the process. 

In All Aholll lo\'e, bell hooks writes that God is love: "My belief that God is lo\'e 

- that love is everything, our true destiny - sustains me. I affinn these beliefs through 

daily meditation and prayer, through contemplation and service, through worship and 

11 °' Erich Fromm, The Art cflodng, (New York: Bantam Books, 1963), 38. 
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loving kindncss.'' 115 Similar to Fromm. she is claiming that God is the power of love. 

God is the force of love in the world that propels her to li\'c. 116 

Still, a slightly 1..liffercnt take is offcmJ by Carol Ochs: 

The person we lo\"e is an aperture through which we pcrcci\"e God. In all our 
loving, we arc loving God .... Lo\'c is 11e1·er a gcncric "to whom it may concern'': 
we love through knowing the uniqueness of the one we love. \Ve arc supposed to 
love thc particulur individuals (par..-:nts, siblings. lovers. childrl.:'n). but to love 
them as they arc in God. 117 

Ochs, arguing in Bubcrian terms. claims that we pcrcci\'c God through other human 

beings. Every time we love someone in our lives. we lo\'c God. God is a great whole to 

,vhich everyom: belongs. In other words. to love God is to love other human beings -

r 'alwrnta / 'rddw kamodw. This is not so far removed from S(/i-e Demrim and El~rn/111 

Rahhah, which argued that love of God is acted upon through the way we treat our fellow 

human beings. 

In addition to the work of Fromm, hooks, and Ochs, more work still needs to be 

done on the concept of love of God in the 2 l ~, century. If to love God is to love other 

human beings, what docs that look like? If God is the power that makes for lo\'e, how do 

\Ve strengthen it? 

In conclusion. I turn to the work of Maimonides. As we discussed, Maimonides 

claimed that true lo\'e of God could only be reached through knowledge of God. I do 

believe that contemplation of this world. of science, of nature, of creation, could lead one 

to proclaim love of the Creator. The logic of this world frightens me. It is too beautiful 

115 bell hooks, All Aholll Lo\'f.!: New Visions, (New York: Perennial. 2000), 83. 
116 Similar ideas have been argued by Christian theologians dating as far back as the 
medieval period, if not earlier. 
117 Carol Ochs, Our lires as Torah: Finding God in our mm Stories, (San Francisco: 
Josscy-Bass, 2001 ), 77. 
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to even comprehend. My words of thanks. my gratitude for life. arc intended for God. 

To love God is to say •·thank.You. thank-You. thank.You." 

.\lodah a11i I 'j,mehca 

.\lelech Hai V'kayam 
Sh 'lu.>c/11.?=arta bi nislmwti h 'chem/a 
Rahhah Emwwtelu:a. 

I am grateful before You. 
The Eternal One that ti,·cs and breathes. 
Who has gi\'cn me my soul. 
How great is Your faith in us! 
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Appendix I: Talmud Ycrushulmi. Sotah 5:5. 20c 

,~N 7m, ,,p •,:.:..· ~-~:.:..· r,•ip, :iml: rir,N ~-;:.,•i:i 01:Jii;;omt: -~,p r1n·~ ;,i;, ;,:rp~ ,::::!, 
i:,•in N7 Ki:J:I Ki:i;'11 ;-rm, m:rn ;'i'7 ·~K nK r,,o•·:J t:~:J~ iK 11K i·,n iN K::JO N::JO :,,, 

7":i7N , • ., l"1N l"1:J;'iN1 ;-n;-1 pic!J:i nN Ni1ji' ·.n••;, ,-~· 7:i N7N NJN r,,o•·:i iW::::!~ N71 N~N 
N7 'v'!JJ ,:i:::1, ·rn~~ ,:i::i :i'.n~n,, ·::i, ,:i::i :i'n~n, 71,N~ ?::i:J, 7:.t.,'!JJ ,::i:n 7:i:i, ,::i:1 

p r:.::::! :i"?;i' n·:.7::iN N71 ;;~::.,· n·,p, :in:~ nnN1 ·:.:t!JJ ,::i::1 ·, m:~, j11:,1 ,, iip•,::i m,:i 
7ii:.1 ;;~i:-' ,,p N~N 

Rabbi Akiba wus on trial before Tunus Rufus the c,·il. The time had come for the 
recitation of the Sh'ma. As he recited it, he began to laugh. lie said to him: Old man, 
old man. Either you arc a sorcerer or you rebel against your pain. He said to him: Let 
despair come upon him. I am neither a sorccn:r nor do I rebel against my pain. Rather, 
all my life I have read this verse: 'You shall love Adonai your God with all your heart, 
with all you soul. and with all your might.· I loved God with all my heart. I loved God 
with all my possessions. And with all my soul has not been examined of me. Now that 
the time has come for me to 'love God with all my soul' and now is the time for the 
reciting of the Sh'ma and it is not divided. on account of that I recite the Sh'ma and 
laugh. 
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