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LOVING GOD AND LOVING LIFE
10 PRACTICAL TIPS

MIDRESHET RACHEL V'CHAYA - AUGUST 2025

A] AHAVAT HASHEM - SOURCES AND PRINCIPLES
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Every day we pray to God to assist us in achieving a unity of Ahava and Yira in our Avodat Hashem.
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The first words of the Shema include the mitzvot of ‘Yichud Hashem’ and ‘Ahavat Hashem’ and then go on to describe
the mitzva of talmud torah.
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Elsewhere the mitzva of Ahavat Hashem appears together with a mitzva to ‘stick’ to God and internalize the
understanding that God is the focus of our lives.
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The Sefer Hachinuch states that proper fulfillment of every other mitzvot is not possible without the added element of
Ahavat Hashem. Additionally, this is a CONSTANT mitzva which applies even when we are not otherwise involved in
specific mitzva observance. Somehow, the mitzva of Ahavat Hashem should inform the way we act, speak and think in
every aspect of our lives. Does it involve emotion? How are we meant to achieve it?
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Crucially, the Chumash tells us that the love also flows in the other direction! God chose the Jewish people out of love
and wishes to give us and our families great success and beracha.
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The Babylonian Jewish community called God ‘Rachmana’ - the Loving One.’

1. Consider the meaning - both technical and colloquial - of words which we use for God other than His halachic names - ‘God’, ‘Hashem’, ‘HaKadosh Baruch Hu’, ‘Eibishter'.
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B] AHAVAT HASHEM - THE GOAL OF A LIFE LISHMA

e The Rambam discusses the mitzva of Ahavat Hashem in a number of places in the Mishne Torah. The primary address is the last
chapter of hilchot Teshuva2
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The Rambam describes the love required for the mitzva of Ahavat Hashem - a commitment to a life of Torah and mitzvot
lishma - an incredible level of intellectual and emotional connection with God. Love is sometimes defined as the
emotional pleasure felt when focusing on the virtues of another person. This is the focus that the Rambam is describing!
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The Rambam stresses that the goal of the mitzva of Ahavat Hashem is ‘ta’anug’ - a sense of pleasure and reassurance.
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The concept of being ‘mitaneg al Hashem’ is found first in Tehillim.
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The Ramchal explains that the purpose of Man’s creation was for him to gain pleasure from connection to God.

11. One winter evening it was cold enough to freeze the blood in one’s veins. Everything was frozen. Ice formed on the
window-panes, darkness prevailed and the clouds covered everything with an ashen grey. | went up to see the Rav. His house
was pitch dark; everyone was asleep, except for the Rav. He moved around his small room, all impassioned. For a while he
did not take notice of me; but then, he approached me and gave me his hand. It was completely frozen. Yet, with a burning
enthusiasm, with glowing eyes and a fiery countenance, he asked me, “Tell me! Is it the same with you?” “What do you
mean?” | asked. “l am completely consumed with a burning love for Hashem. Do you feel the same way?”

An Angel Among Men p. 120
R. Ya’akov Moshe Charlap recalls an incident where his Rav, Rav Avraham Isaac HaCohen Kook, displayed the burning
Ahavat Hashem that the Rambam is describing.

* This focus on Ahavat Hashem is an essential attitude to mitzvot generally. Consider the tension in the life of a person who knows that
they have to keep mitzvot and yet do not LIVE for Hashem. If they live for something else - money, honor, fun, pleasure - the mitzvot will
often get in the way. Hence the constant search for leniencies to permit a certain lifestyle!

2. This chapter is followed by an entire book in the Mishne Torah called Sefer HaAhava, which is headed by the verse (x3:>p DYNR) anY XD OBDHI JNNN PANN NP
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* However, not all Rishonim agree with the Rambam’s understanding of emotional love of Hashem with the intensity of the love
between a man and a woman.
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The Mishna in Avot instructs a person not to be like a servant who works in order to get reward.
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Rabbeinu Yona explains that this is the mitzva of Ahavat Hashem - to serve God, not in order to gain reward in the next
world, but simply out of love for God and a conviction that it is the right thing to do. Thus, according to this approach,
Ahavat Hashem is focused on the service of God through mitzvot’.
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Rashi also focuses on the relationship of servant and master. Where a servant serves out of love for their master, they
will be deeply committed and will not give up when things are tough!

C] AHAVAT HASHEM - PRACTICAL STEPS
C1] SIMCHAT HAMITZVOT
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David Hamelech enjoins us to serve God with simcha - this requires an enthusiasm for life and Torah.
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The nature of simchat haChag on Succot is flagged by the Rambam who groups together all the halachot of the positive
mitzvot of Tishrei - Shofar, Succah and Lulav’. The climax of this book of halachot is a description of the special mitzva
of simcha on Succot, followed by a general description of the halachic need for simcha in all mitzvot and the connection
of this concept to the mitzva of Ahavat Hashem! Failure to find such simcha is ¢’v a cause of terrible punishment for the
Jewish people. We see this in the tochacha in which the terrible curses on klal Yisrael are attributed to the fact that we
did not serve Hashem with simcha.
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The Sefer Charedim (mid 16C) points out that the reward for a mitzva lies only in the simcha.

C2] MACHSHEVET YISRAEL - JEWISH THOUGHT AND PHILOSOPHY
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The Rambam makes it clear that one can achieve Ahavat Hashem only through process of intellectual thought which can
then brings a person to a level of emotional connection. A purely emotional response will not suffice (and could be fake).

3. This is also the approach of the Maharal (see Netiv Ahavat Hashem, end of Chapter 2) and empowers us to keep chumrot (stringencies) through love of God and not only fear of
transgression.
4. He deals separately with other Tishrei mitzvot in Hilchot Teshuva and Hilchot Shevitat Asor.
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* To be Jewish is to engage and struggle with deep and challenging questions. What is God? What am I? What is the meaning of my
life? How can | know anything? How do | make choices? What is good and bad, right and wrong? The name Yisrael means to struggle
with God and prevail.

C3] AHAVAT HASHEM THROUGH LEARNING TORAH
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The Rambam and other Rishonim suggests three major routes to achieving Ahavat Hashem. The first is the study of
Torah to a point that one feels overawed by its majesty and brilliance and wants to come close to the Divine Author.’

C4] AHAVAT HASHEM THROUGH STUDY OF NATURE AND SCIENCE
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The second approach is the study of nature to the point that one is overawed by its perfection and complexity and wants
to come close to the Divine Creator

* We saw above that the Rambam rules that a person must set aside time to study those sources of wisdom which connect them with
an understanding of God. In addition to philosophy and Jewish thought, this will include science and natures.

* This also raises the question of Torah U’'Madda - to what extent can we get generate love for and closeness to God through the study
of secular wisdom.

21. The concept of avodah begashmiut is that God’s immanence in all creation, - in Nature as well as in Torah - means that the
mundane, physical order represents a legitimate avenue of approach to God.

R. Dr Norman Lamm, Torah U’Madda, p 171

22. ... the Lurianic doctrine [is] that all existence is sustained by the holy sparks of divinity that are the vehicles of Divine
immanence. When one is involved in any worldly matter, he has it in his power by virtue of his thoughts and intentions, to
liberate those sparks, returning them to their Divine source. This act of the redemption or elevation of the Divine sparks is, in
and of itself, an act of the greatest religious significance, not merely an instrument for some later fulfillment. ... There is a very
small step from avodah begashmiut to Torah U’'Madda, from worship through corporeality to worship through intellectuality,
from service of God with the body to service of God with the mind .... The religiously inspired study of Madda is the cognitive
equivalent of avodah begashmiut .... provided .... that it is pursued as an act of avodat Hashem, and not merely for career
reasons, cultural curiosity, or because it is socially expected.

ibid p173-4
Rabbi Lamm sees Torah U’Madda as a new application of the one of the central pillars of Chassidut - that one is capable
of raising kedusha out of all mundane physicality in this world. So too, one can raise kedusha from the secular study of
Madda, provided that one’s kavana is leshem shamayim. Of course, in practice, the Chassidim were and are amongst the
greatest opponents of secular studies - R. Lamm is transferring a concept in chassidut to Torah U’Madda.

23. The study of the sciences and humanities is, in effect, the study of Gemara and thus the fulfillment of the study of Torah.

ibid p. 165

5. One halachic application of this is that a person can fulfil the requirement of bircat haTorah through having kavana for this when saying the beracha of ‘Ahava Raba’ before Shema.
6. See http://www.atid.org/publications/TowardsAhavatHashem.pdf for an essay by Rabbi Chaim Brovender where he analyses the mitzva of Ahavat Hashem generally and explores
the possibility of developing a love of God through the study of art.
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C5] AHAVAT HASHEM THROUGH CONNECTION WITH KLAL YISRAEL AND JEWISH HISTORY
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The third major route to Ahavat Hashem is through a connection with God’s hashgacha in the world, and particularly
for the Jewish People. In our times, we have merited to see this hashgacha in the most dramatic manner with the return
of millions of Jews to Eretz Yisrael and the growth and flowering of the Land.

D] OTHER PRACTICAL ROUTES TO AHAVAT HASHEM

D1] AHAVAT HASHEM THROUGH AVOIDING MATERIALISM
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The Sefer HaChinuch rules that the opposite of Ahavat Hashem is materialism - seeing material acquisitions and
pleasure as an end, rather than the means to a life of connection to ruchniut.

D1 52 35 1353 IDN D P3DH I0H INIENN 21 DIV 5D DEIS BTHD IHPL NN ODY ... - DI OPHD 3PS (4 26.
D3P '3 DVIT NEY JHNS DNDPD PN DEP33 THD DIM .'D ID3DH 730 PHO HI1D 559 71321 D3 ILWN DMD3 £
D172 IEIDY I DED HBI3 N3O NEDN HLHIL PI LD HEE DNDD 1D3ID3N DINLID DM IP3LDY D

N PYD N0 1990 N2
The Biur Halacha rules this as a halachic principle on the very first page of Shulchan Aruch!

D2] AHAVAT HASHEM THROUGH ACTING AS A KIDDUSH HASHEM
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Chazal explain that one of the practical fulfillments of Ahavat Hashem is when someone brings others closer to God and
Torah through their personal example of kiddush Hashem.

D3] AHAVAT HASHEM THROUGH JEWISH OUTREACH
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The energy and excitement of Ahavat Hashem can and should be channeled into outreach to non-observant Jews,
following the model that we see with Avraham Avinu.
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D4] AHAVAT HASHEM THROUGH MESIRUT NEFESH
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Another fulfillment of Ahavat Hashem is our potential for mesirut nefesh in daily Jewish life. Commitment to Torah, in
all its halachic and broader manifestations, requires us to give of our money, our time, our emotional and psychological
energy and sometimes even our lives.
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The Ramban quotes a Midrash that those who ‘love God’ refers to the Jews who live in Eretz Yisrael with mesirut nefesh
and sacrifice their lives to learn Torah and keep mitzvot.

D5] AHAVAT HASHEM THROUGH DEVEKUT, SIMCHA & KINA
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The Ramchal sets out a practical program to build Ahavat Hashem through three key focuses:
(i) Devekut - strong personal connection to God and Torah.
(ii) Simcha - joy in performance of mitzvot and especially in prayer.
(iii) Zeal - a sense of offence and affront when we see Torah being violated, and acceptance of personal responsibility to
give tochacha.

* Of course, tochacha must be effective and, in most contemporary scenarios, this will not be achieved through criticism and personal
rebuke. Nevertheless, even when we are powerless to give effective tochacha, we should not simply shrug and accept the situation but
should feel the hurt and affront at the violation of Torah. Of course, the strength of feeling should be against the actions - the evil rather
than the evildoer.




