
 
Menschlichkeit 101—Ḥesed 

Kindness Builds the World (Psalm 89:3) — הֶ֑נָּבִי דֶסֶ֣ח םָלֹו֭ע  

Whenever you engage in an act of kindness, you are building the world. (Zelig Pliskin) 

Rabbi Daniel Pressman 

Definitions and Concepts 

דֶסֶֽח : m.n.  1 kindness, goodness, mercy.  2 affection.  3 lovely appearance. cp. 
Aram. אָּדְסִח , Syr. אָּדְסֶח  (= kindness, mercy). Ernest Klein, A Comprehensive Etymological 
Dictionary of the Hebrew Language for Readers of English)  

דֶסָֽח : “An inner quality that grows within us out of the perception that we are not really 
separate from the other.” (Alan Morinis, Everyday Holiness) 

The basic meaning of “kindness” (ḥesed) is “loyalty” or “fidelity,” the type of act that 
can be expected between parties in a relationship—husband and wife, relatives and 
allies. (P’shat comment in Ḥumash Etz Hayim) 

Ḥessed* represents the kindly act; it is akin to ḥen, grace or favor, and raḥamim, mercy. 
Ḥessed, and/or raḥamim, are the acts of kindness and mercy one performs out of the 
goodness of one’s heart; they represent the promptings of good will and love and are 
synonymous with lifnim mishurat hadin, acts that are above and beyond the 
requirements of din [one’s duties under the law]. A partial indication of the connotation 
of the word hessed, may be gathered from the fact that translations of the word hessed, 
have included the terms “love” and “grace.” (Aaron Kirschenbaum, Equity in Jewish 
Law) 

To prevent brit [covenant] from turning into contract, the Bible adds ḥesed as 
covenantal dynamics. There is no true English equivalent for the Hebrew word ḥesed. 
It involves interpretation of the covenant in such a way that it goes beyond narrow 
construction to a liberal construction of its provisions, going beyond the letter of the 
law…In essence, ḥesed is the antidote to the narrow legalism that can be a problem for 
covenantal systems and would render them contractual rather than covenantal. 
(“HaBrit V’HaHesed: Foundations of the Jewish System,” Daniel J. Elazar) 

 

  

 
*  Note: There are many ways of transliterating Hebrew. I have kept the authors’ transliteration of ḥesed in my quotations, 

rather than correct to a uniform standard. The h with a dot under it is the current standard scholarly transliteration, and is 
the one used in our Etz Ḥayim ḥumash. 
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Texts 
1 Shimon the Righteous was one of the last of the men of the great assembly. He used 
to say: the world stands upon three things: the Torah, the Temple service, and on acts 
of chesed (g’milut ḥasadim).” (Avot 1:2) 

2 Rabbi Samlai taught: With regard to the Torah, its beginning is an act of 
kindness and its end is an act of kindness. Its beginning is an act of kindness, as 
it is written: “And the Lord God made for Adam and for his wife garments of skin, 
and clothed them” (Genesis 3:21). And its end is an act of kindness, as it is 
written: “And he was buried in the valley in the land of Moab” (Deuteronomy 34:6). 
And Rabbi Ḥama, son of Rabbi Ḥanina, says: What is the meaning of that which is 
written: “Walk after YHWH your God,” … Is it actually possible for a person to 
follow the Divine Presence? Rather the he meaning is that one should follow the 
attributes of the Blessed Holy One. He provides several examples. Just as God 
clothes the naked, as it is written: “And the Lord God made for Adam and for his 
wife garments of skin, and clothed them”(Genesis 3:21), so too, should you clothe 
the naked. Just as the Blessed Holy One visits the sick, as it is written with regard 
to God’s appearing to Abraham following his circumcision: ”And the Lord appeared 
unto him by the terebinths of Mamre” (Genesis 18:1), so too, should you visit the 
sick. Just as the Blessed Holy One consoles mourners, as it is written: “And it 
came to pass after the death of Abraham, that God blessed Isaac his son” (Genesis 
25:11), so too, should you console mourners. Just as the Blessed Holy One buried 
the dead, as it is written: “And he was buried in the valley in the land of Moab” 
(Deuteronomy 34:6), so too, should you bury the dead. (Talmud Sotah 14a) 

3 The Sages taught that acts of kindness [g’milut ḥasadim]	are superior to charity 
[tzedakah] in three respects: Charity can be performed only with one’s 
money, while acts of kindness can be performed both with his person and with his 
money. Charity is given to the poor, while acts of kindness are performed both for 
the poor and for the rich. Charity is given to the living, while acts of kindness are 
performed both for the living and for the dead. (Talmud Sukkah 49b) 

4 Loving-kindness is practiced in two ways: first, we show kindness to those who have 
no claim whatever upon us; secondly, we are kind to those to whom it is due, in a 
greater measure than is due to them. In the inspired writings the term ḥesed occurs 
mostly in the sense of showing kindness to those who have no claim to it whatever. For 
this reason the term ḥesed is employed to express the good bestowed upon us by God: 
“I will mention the ḥesed of the Lord” (Isa. 63:7). On this account, the very act of the 
creation is an act of God’s loving-kindness. “I have said, The world is built on kindness” 
(Ps. 89:3); i.e., the building up of the Universe is an act of loving-kindness. 
(Maimonides, Guide for the Perplexed, Part 3, 53:2) 

5 It is a positive rabbinical mitzvah to visit the sick and to comfort mourners, to take 
out the deceased, to bring in the bride, to escort guests, and to take care of all matters 
at a funeral — to carry the coffin, to walk before it, to eulogize, to dig and to bury — 
and also to gladden a bride and groom and to provide for them all their needs. These 
are the acts of ḥesed done bodily which have no limit. Even though all of these mitzvot 
are rabbinical, they are included in “You shall love your fellow as yourself” — everything 
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you wish others to do for you, you should do for your brother in Torah and mitzvot. 
(Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Mourning 14:1) 

6 One should utilize his imagination to picture his fellow man’s suffering or lack, and 
how happy he would be to be relieved of his troubles or obtain what he lacks. When 
one understands that he has the ability to benefit another person by fulfilling his 
needs, it will be much easier for him to give of himself to others. (Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler, 
Michtav M’Eliyahu) 

7 The beauty of justice is that it belongs to a world of order constructed out of universal 
rules through which each of us stands equally before the law. Chessed, by contrast, is 
intrinsically personal. We cannot care for the sick, bring comfort to the distressed or 
welcome a visitor impersonally. If we do so, it merely shows that we have not 
understood what these activities are. Justice demands disengagement... Chessed is an 
act of engagement. Justice is best administered without emotion. Chessed exists only 
in virtue of emotion, empathy and sympathy, feeling-with and feeling-for. We act with 
kindness because we know what it feels like to be in need of kindness. We comfort the 
mourners because we know what it is to mourn. Chessed requires not detached 
rationality but emotional intelligence. (Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, To Heal a Fractured 
World) 

8 Chesed is sustaining action all right, but it has to come out of kindness and 
compassion, no other motive. That means that acts qualify as chesed only when they 
are motivated by a spirit of generosity. You are not obligated to do it, you aren’t repaying 
an act done for you, you don’t hope to get anything in return -- you are generously 
reaching beyond those limited acts to give of yourself in a spirit of honest and selfless 
generosity. With these considerations in mind, I’d now translate chesed as generous 
sustaining benevolence. That’s more clumsy than the already clumsy “loving 
kindness,” but it conveys so much more than just being nice and wishing well! (Alan 
Morinis) 

9 Every act of ḥesed, even a small one, is an actual act of building and creation, 
enlivening the spirit of the downtrodden and the broken-hearted…The image of God is 
God’s character traits. When you love kindness, you become the image of God. (Rabbi 
Shlomo Wolbe) 
 

Growing in Ḥesed 
10 A person who is preoccupied with taking anything he can for himself does not 
notice that others are bestowing kindnesses upon him. When he is able to step outside 
of himself and become an outwardly focused and giving individual, he becomes aware 
of the kindnesses that he receives from others, since he now appreciates that others 
exist. This will specifically affect his relationship with God, for he will become aware 
that He is constantly and consistently showering him with kindness. It is therefore 
clear that developing an attitude of chesed brings someone closer to an awareness of 
God’s existence. (Rabbi Yechezkel Levenstein, Ohr Yechezkel) 

11 Each individual has his limitations as to how far he is willing to extend himself on 
behalf of others. Growth in the area of chesed means broadening the confines of those 
boundaries. (Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe, Alei Shur) 
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12 The true joy of chesed comes only when you offer it without expecting anything in 
return, including gratitude. Too many idealists turn sour by unconsciously adopting 
an after-all-I-did-for-them approach, forgetting that true appreciation is as rare as it is 
precious. If you seek the image of God, then be like Him: Do kindness knowing that 
most people will not be very grateful for it, and consider the exceptions as an 
unexpected bonus.  (Rabbi Yisroel Miller) 

13 What can we do to increase our appreciation for kindness? Become more aware of 
how much you gain from the kindness of others. Remember past kindnesses that have 
helped you in life. Over the years the amount of kindnesses that you have experienced 
could probably fill many volumes. Be aware of instances when you would have 
appreciated a kind and encouraging word, that you did not receive. Be aware of when 
you could have greatly benefited from the assistance of someone, but it was not offered. 
Let each instance serve as an intensification of your appreciation for the significance 
and magnitude of kindness. Let it increase your resolve to be available for as many 
people as possible, as often as possible. Keep participating in the building of the world. 
Think, speak, and act with kindness. (Zelig Pliskin, Growth Through Psalms) 

14 If you are walking down the street and someone is walking beside you carrying a 
large box, and you offer to help the person carry the box, that’s not ḥesed. You’d simply 
be a terrible person not to help someone in that situation. What counts as ḥesed is 
when you are walking the opposite way from someone carrying a burden and you turn 
around to help carry that load in the direction he or she is going. That’s ḥesed. 
(Abraham Yachnes) 

 


