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Why are you here? Individuality & Responsibility in Rabbi Sacks’s thought 
Remembering his second yahrzeit, 14.11.22 
 

“Where what we want to do meets what is crying out to be done, 
that is where we should be.” (Rabbi Sacks, 2013) 

 

Maimonides – Laws of Blessings 11:1 [12th century] 
There are positive commandments that a person is obligated to 
make an effort to pursue until they do them – for example, 
wearing tefillin on weekdays, sitting in a sukkah and shaking a 
lulav & etrog on Sukkot, and hearing the shofar on Rosh 
Hashanah. These are referred to as obligations, since a person 
is required to fulfill them. 
   There are other commandments that are not obligations but 
resemble voluntary activities, like attaching a mezuzah to your 
house and constructing a guardrail on the roof. This is because 
a person is not obligated to dwell in a home that needs a 
mezuzah. Indeed, if they want they can dwell in a tent or a ship 
for their entire life. Similarly, a person does not have to build a 
house in order to build a guardrail. 
   For all positive commandments that are between a person 
and God, whether they are obligatory or not, a blessing should 
be recited before it is done. 

חַיָב   אָדָם  שֶׁׁ עֲשֵה  מִצְוֹת  יֵשׁ 
ה  יַעֲשֶׁ שֶׁׁ עַד  וְלִרְדֹּף  לְהִשְׁתַדֵל 
וְלוּלָב  וְסֻכָה  תְפִלִין  כְגוֹן  אוֹתָהּ 
וְשׁוֹפָר וְאֵלוּ הֵן הַנִקְרָאִין חוֹבָה. 
פָנִים  כָל  עַל  חַיָב  אָדָם  שֶׁׁ לְפִי 

 לַעֲשוֹת.  
אֵינָהּ חוֹבָה      מִצְוָה שֶׁׁ לָא  וְיֵשׁ  אֶׁ

מְזוּזָה  כְגוֹן  לִרְשׁוּת  דוֹמִין 
לִשְׁכֹּן  חַיָב  אָדָם  אֵין  שֶׁׁ ה  וּמַעֲקֶׁ
ה  יַעֲשֶׁ שֶׁׁ כְדֵי  מְזוּזָה  הַחַיָב  בְבַיִת 
כָל  לִשְׁכֹּן  רָצָה  אִם  לָא  אֶׁ מְזוּזָה 
ל אוֹ בִסְפִינָה יֵשֵׁב. וְכֵן   יָמָיו בְאֹּהֶׁ

עֲשוֹת  אֵינוֹ חַיָב לִבְנוֹת בַיִת כְדֵי לַ 
ה.    מַעֲקֶׁ

עֲשֵה      מִצְוֹת  אָדָם וְכָל  ין  בֵּ שֶׁ
אֵינָהּ חוֹבָה    לַמָקוֹם בֵין מִצְוָה שֶׁׁ

מְבָרֵךְ  חוֹבָה  הִיא  שֶׁׁ מִצְוָה  בֵין 
ם לַעֲשִיָתָהּ יהָ קֹּדֶׁ   :עָלֶׁ

 

ben adam l’makom - ין אָדָם לַמָקוֹם ין אָדָם  - ben adam l’chavero בֵּ רוֹבֵּ לַחֲבֵּ  

Laws ‘between a person and God’ Laws ‘between a person and their fellow’ 

Prayer – saying the Shema and Amidah. 
Fasting on Yom Kippur. 
Attaching a mezuzah to your home. 
Lighting Shabbat candles. 
Eating kosher food, etc.  

Giving tzedakah (charity). 
Visiting the sick (bikur cholim). 
Helping out people in need (hessed). 
Greeting people warmly and politely. 
Not getting needlessly angry or bearing a 
grudge, etc. 

 

Why no blessing for interpersonal laws? 

(a) Not fully in your power, assistance often needed – R. Solomon ibn Aderet (Rashba), 13th cent. 

(b) Response to unideal circumstances – Rabbi David Abudraham, 14th cent. 

(c) Not limited to the Jewish people – Rabbi haLevi Epstein (Torah Temimah), 1860–1941 

(d) Intention vs. Action – Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, 1948-2020… 
 

“An act between us and another human being, however, has a different character. What 
matters is not the act but its result… What matters in acts of tzedakah or hessed is that 
we help the needy, alleviate the poverty of the poor, ease the distress of the bereaved. 
The point of the command is its effect on the world, on the other person… motives are 
irrelevant to acts the purpose of which is to bring aid to those who are in need.” (To Heal 
a Fractured World, p.104-105, Continuum 2005) 
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Talmud – Pesachim 8a/b [4th-5th century] 
One who says, “This sum of money is for charity to save the 
life of my child” or “to ensure my share in the World-to-
Come” – such a person is regarded as completely righteous. 

בִשְׁבִיל  לִצְדָקָה  זוֹ  לַע  ״סֶׁ הָאוֹמֵר 
ן הָעוֹלָם  הְיֶׁה בֶׁ אֶׁ יִחְיֶׁה בְנִי״ אוֹ ״שֶׁׁ שֶׁׁ

ה צַדִיק גָמוּר! הַבָא״   הֲרֵי זֶׁ

 

“A command between us and other people needs no blessing because it requires no 
special intent. Someone was in need; we gave. Someone was ill; we visited. Someone 
was lonely; we invited them home. The religious character of the moment lay not [in] 
…the motive for which it was performed, but the comfort given, the help received, the 
loneliness lifted… Far from needing a blessing, the act itself is the blessing.” (p.105) 
 

             
p.262… 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Check it out… www.rabbisacks.org 
And… 

 
 


