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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 3: 50 - AHAVAT RE'IM - PART 2

FINDING THE BALANCE OF ALTRUISM AND SELF-CARE
OU ISRAEL/BEIT KNESSET HANASI - SPRING 2026

* We saw in Part 1 that the mitzva of Ahavat Reim takes effect on two levels: (i) a Torah mitzva framed in the negative as a Lo Ta'ase -
not to be rude, insensitive etc, while the opportunity for proactive chesed is left as a voluntary Torah mitzva kiyumit; (ii) a Rabbinic
obligation (mitzva chiyuvit) to reach out to others in a structured halachic manner through the various mitzvot of chesed. These in turn
fulfil the Torah mitzva of Ahavat Re’im.

* In this shiur we will examine the limits of chesed - where does one draw the line between the mitzva to focus on others and self-care?
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The Mishna rules that when it comes to the mitzva of chesed, there is no limit (shiur).
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The absence of a fixed shiur applies only to chesed that one does physically through personal effort. There is no point at
which what we do is ‘enough’. But when it comes to financial contributions, there IS a shiur - one fifth of one’s income.
We are not required to spend more than that even to fulfil a positive Torah mitzva.
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We saw in Part 1 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 kivum 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. Rambam also rules, like the Mishna in Peah, that there is ‘no shiur’ when it comes
to chesed.

But there has to be SOME limit! We cannot go to every shiva and every wedding nor host every guest, even if someone else were paying
for the food. How do we draw the halachic line beyond which it becomes permitted, maybe even required, to refocus on oneself?
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The Torah apparently promises that there will be no poverty in the land ....
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.... yet a _few verses later declares that there will never be a shortage of poor people!
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Where two people are lost in the desert, if there is only enough water to save one of them, Ben Petura rules that they must
share the water and likely both die. R. Akiva rules that the person with the water may drink it all and live, even though
the other person will die. Which opinion does the halacha follow?
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The context of the Torah verse ‘ve chai achicha imach’ is the prohibition on charging interest.
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R. Elazar and R. Yochanan dispute the issue of whether fixed interest which was charged in breach of halacha can be
recovered in Beit Din. R. Elazar say that it can, based on the verse ‘ve chai achicha imach’ - ie it is not enough to

refrain from charging interest. If one did so, it must be returned so that your brother will live with you. R. Yochanan uses
this verse for a different halacha - that of R. Akiva'!
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Some Acharonim suggest that, since the halacha follows R. Elazar on the issue of fixed interest, this must mean that it
does NOT follow R. Akiva on the question of whose life comes first.
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Rambam rules that the obligation to give tzedaka is only to the extent that one can ‘afford’ it.
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R. Moshe Feinstein understands that the Rambam rules like R. Akiva - the mitzva of giving tzedaka is essentially limited
to a situation in which one can ‘afford it’. This is not technically a shiur, or limit to the obligation - such as giving a
fifth, but is a built-in condition to the mitzva itself!
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The Gemara rules like R. Akiva - that a person’s needs (here water to save life, to save their animals or for personal
hygiene) take precedence over similar needs of others. R. Yosei even rules that a water for personal hygiene takes
precedence over the life-threatening needs of others!

1. The general assumption of the rules of drash set out in the Gemara is that a Torah verse can only be used for one specific limmud.
2. This wording is not in the Rambam’s full list of Minyan HaMitzvot but is the Rambam’s wording in his listing of the mitzvot in Hilchot Matnot Aniyim (12th mitzva).
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The Ran understands that R. Yosei sees personal hygiene as an ESSENTIAL personal need, even thought it is not
life-threatening and less pressing that the needs of others. To go without any clean clothing or washing for weeks or
months is a REAL poverty which normal people cannot ‘afford’ and thus are not required to give away, even if the needs
of others are greater.
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Sefer Yad Ketana® explains the mitzva of Ahavat Reim in this manner - to look out for others but NOT if it will cause one
damage or serious oss.
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Nevertheless, if one always places themselves before others, they will never do any chesed! So Chazal expect us to push
beyond our comfort zone and find a balance between our financial, emotional and psychological needs and giving our
your time, money and selves to others.
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The Shulchan Aruch rules in this way - our essential needs come before the needs (even if greater) of others BUT we are
required to go ‘beyond the letter of the law’ and push ourselves to do chesed.

3. Commentary on the Mishne Torah by R. Dov Berish Gotlieb, (18th century Poland).
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