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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 3: 49 - AHAVAT RE'IM - LEARNING TO LOVE PEOPLE WE

DON'T LIKE
OU ISRAEL/BEIT KNESSET HANASI - SPRING 2026

* As we will see below, the Torah requires us - as a foundational mitzva - to develop ‘ahava’ for other Jews and to manifest this in the
way we treat them.
* We normally understand this to mean ‘love’ - an emotional connection which goes beyond simply liking others. But, in truth, there
are many Jews in the world that we simply don’t like. This could be:

- because they are objectively unlikable.

- because of the way they treated us personally.

- because they belong to a group in Klal Yisrael that we feel is deeply misguided and damaging to our nation.
* How can we create a pathway to a much deeper and broader ‘Ahavat Re'im’?
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Sefer Bereishit is called ‘Sefer HaYashar’ - the Avot were described as ‘vesharim’, and not only tzadikim or chasidim, in
order to underline the critical importance of ‘derech eretz kadma leTorah’. Basic human decency and morality is an
essential underpinning to the system of Torah and Mitzvot. To be a tzadik or chasid, even to be leshem Shamayim, is
NOT sufficient to prevent sinat chinam and the undermining of the Jewish people.
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The Netziv also presents a stark warning in his famous responsum "Ma'amar al Yamin u-Semol", which he wrote in
response to an article published by the growing Hungarian Orthodox community. He voices fierce opposition to the
communal isolationism proposed by some communities and warns that the colossal damage inflicted on the Jewish
community in ancient Judea due to sinat chinam could once again destroy the new Jewish yishuv in Eretz Yisrael’.

1. I am not addressing here to cases in which people are subjected to different types of abuse by others. In such situations, the primary objective is to remove the victim from ongoing
harm (physical, emotional and psychological). This will inform the extent to which they should continue to interact (if at all) with the other or even to try and mentally accept or
reconcile their actions.

2. However, it is important to avoid the mistake of portraying the Netziv anachronistically as a contemporary liberal espousing tolerance for all people irrespective of their views. He
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* These sentiments are wonderful in theory, but how can we develop strategies for applying this in practice in our stressed and
fractured society?
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According to the Gr’a, our main Avodat Hashem should be focused on Bein Adam Lechavero, as a detailed study. As
such, we should use this as an opportunity to learn in depth the halachot of the many interpersonal mitzvot.

A] UNDERSTANDING THE OBLIGATION OF AHAVAT RE'IM
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The mitzva of Ahavat Re’im comes immediately after the issur of nekima and netira and raises some difficult questions.
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Rashi cites Rabbi Akiva - Ahavat Re’im is a ‘klal gadol baTorah’.
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The Chinuch understands the concept of ‘klal gadol’ to mean that this mitzva goes along with many other mitzvot Bein
Adam Lechavero. When a person fulfills (or breaks) other mitzvot, there is also a fulfillment/breach of Ahavat Re’im.
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Targum Unkelos is a direct translation ...
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... but Targum Yonatan turns the mitzva into a negative obligation.
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The Maharsha explains that we learn this from the negative context of the mitzva - connected with ‘do not take revenge’.
Thus the chiyuv is NOT TO BE inconsiderate, rude etc. Performing active kind deeds is a mitzva kiyumit - ie the
Sfulfillment of a Torah mitzva IF you do it, but without a Torah obligation so to do (but see below).

clearly rejects non-Orthodox movements as illegitimate and was vociferous in his opposition to secular Jews building the New Yishuv; at one stage he even advocated for a
communal fund to encourage secular Jews to leave Eretz Yisrael and return to live in chu’l, a proposal which was strongly rejected at the time by R. Shmuel Mohilever. (Of course,
there is no way to know what position the Netziv would take if he were alive today). His argument was for tolerance within the Orthodox world and to never fall into the trap of sinat
chinam by labeling Orthodox groups with whom one disagrees as heretics. For a full analysis of the Netziv's position see R. Gil Perl’s article ‘No Two Minds are Alike* Tolerance and
Pluralism in the Work of Neziv, The Torah U-Madda Journal, Vol. 12 (2004), pp. 74-98, available at https://www.jstor.org/stable/40914703. See also
https://www.torahmusings.com/2014/03/the-netziv-and-open-orthodoxy/.
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Hillel reduced the essence of Judaism to not doing to others what you would not have done to you.
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The Rambam in Sefer Hamitzvot describes the mitzva in very practical terms - wanting for others what you want for
yourself and what they want for themselves.
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Contrast the mitzva of Ahavat Hashem which must involve emotion.
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Ramban on Chumash proves that the pasuk cannot be read literally and raises the tricky issue of ‘chayecha kodmin’.
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We saw above that the chiyuv of Ahavat Reim is essentially negative:- not to act towards others in a way that one would
not want to be treated. There is however a kiyum of the mitzva min Hatorah by acting in any way which shows chesed to
others. In addition, Chazal created new chiyuvim miderabbanan to perform chesed in certain situations - e.g. hachnasat
orchim, bikur cholim etc.
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APPROACH1: - Focus primarily on negative side of the obligation - NOT being rude, unreasonable, insensitive etc.
- In terms of proactive obligations, look at the sub-categories of chesed mitzvot and find opportunities to empathize
with others and fulfil these mitzvot in a way that is a outside our comfort zone, but does not make us feel ‘poor’s.
- Emotional bonds are great where they work for you but are not required for this mitzva.

APPROACH2: R.Yissachar Frand (onalei vissachar, 22) suggest a different explanation of the Rambam in source 15 - that the underlying

mitzva of Ahavat Re’im IS to develop real emotional love for others and that the way to do this is to reach out to them
with small acts of kindness. This will engender a personal connection which could spark the emotional bond.

B] V'HALACHTA BIDRACHAYV - LOVING OTHERS AS GOD LOVES US
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The Torah repeats and emphasizes the mitzva to follow in God’s ways as an adjunct to other related mitzvot of Ahavat
Hashem, Yirat Shamayim, Devekut and Avodat Hashem.
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Chazal understand this as an imperative to identify God’s actions in this world and endeavor to copy them.
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The Rambam defines this mitzva as the imperative to focus on the middot with which God is identified and His actions in
the world and use them as a model for ethical behavior”.

APPROACH 3: We should reach out to others with kindness EVEN when they are totally undeserving (and we do not empathize, let alone
agree with them) since this is the manner in which God runs the world. Imitating His middot connects us to the divine and make us
more Godly.

3. More on this in the following shiur.
4. Note that the Rambam is very careful never to say that these are the middot OF Hashem but rather those by which He is called by man. This is in accord with the Rambam’s
insistence that we must either describe God negatively, defining what He is not, or describe the ways in which we understand His actions.
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C] V'ASITA HAYASHAR VEHATOV
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There is a separate mitzva to ‘do the correct and good’ in God’s eyes. This will broadly impact the way in which we
treat others, including a recognition that we must often go beyond the letter of the law and subdue our (justified) sense of
entitlement notwithstanding of the bad behavior of others.

APPROACH 4: The Torah demands from us a commitment to fairness, forbearance and going beyond the letter of the law.

D] TO RECOGNIZE THE SEGULA IN EVERY JEW
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Rav Kook was challenged as to how he could relate so positively to non-observant Jews who often took harshly
anti-religious positions. He responded that there are two distinct elements within the Jewish soul. These are (i) the
‘Segula’ of being part of Am Yisrael which draws its strength from the unbreakable covenant between God and the Avot;
and (ii) the ‘Bechira’ - choosing to perform mitzvot and connect to Torah, which draws its strength from the unbreakable
covenant between God and the Jewish People at Sinai. In some people, the religiously motivated ‘bechira’ is weak but
the ‘segula’ connection to Am Yisrael and Eretz Yisrael is strong. In others the religious focus is strong but the feeling of
connection to Am Yisrael and Eretz Yisrael is very weak. Rav Kook insists that we must connect to both types of Jew.
Only when both elements are missing - in those rare Jews who actively hate Torah and the Jewish People - can we
entirely reject them, and even then with humility.

APPROACH 5: Learning to love the indestructible Segula in every Jew, even when they choose to act badly in a way which undermines
Torah and goes against what we consider to be the best interests of Klal Yisrael.

E] TO FOCUS ON THE NESHAMA IN EVERY JEW
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5. For the full letter see https://asif.co.il/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/3.-21-41.pdf
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The Ba’al HaTanya encourages us to see all others as souls and not just bodies since, as souls, we are all manifestations
of the same super-soul of Knesset Yisrael/Malchut. In practical terms, those who seem distant and anonymous to us
should be viewed with love and a desire to bring them closer to God and each other. Those who are already close to us -
our chaverim - can be engaged in relationships which can simultaneously bring us to reject their actions (assuming we
have been able to give them true and loving tochacha, which they spurned) at the same time as loving the Godly essence
of their soul.  Even for those who really are ‘reshaim’, we should view their wicked choices as caused by an external
dark force which has effectively overwhelmed their neshama, sending it into ‘galut’. This will arouse our rachamim
which can restore our love for them.

APPROACH 6: Learning to identify others as souls which have been negatively impacted by yetzer hara seated in the body. Thus, even
when they behave badly and we reject their actions as unacceptable, we simultaneous embrace the divinity of their souls.

F] CREATING A UNITY OF SOULS TO PROMOTE A UNITY OF GOD
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The Magen Avraham cites a custom of the Ari z’l to accept upon ourselves before tefilla the mitzva of Ahavat Re’im.
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R. Chaim Vital explains that this acceptance enables our tefillot to penetrate to the heavens. Essentially, we should see
ourselves as one cell in a larger entity in which other Jews are also a micro-components. As such, our health and
success is dependant on the health and success of others, for whom we must daven.
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This custom is ruled by the Kitzur Shulchan Aruch and recommended before each tefilla. The acceptance of love for
others will ultimately lead to a Unity of God.

APPROACH 7: The unity of the collective Jewish soul reflects the Unity of God. As such, before we daven (thereby also effecting a Unity
within the Sefirot), we should wholeheartedly embrace all other Jews so as to unite below that which we are working to unite above.
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