Friday, November 18, 1988
“Rebbetzen’s Corner”’

““Compassion & Benevolence”’

In the last issue, | spoke about learning to love
yourself and “acting lovingly toward your neigh-
bor.” The warm, loving feelings that you feel
towards others is, in my opinion, compassion.
Compassion (in Hebrew, rahamanut) comes from
the Hebrew root word “rehem” which means
“womb’’ and denotes, perhaps, the feelings of ten-
derness and sometimes pity that a mother has for
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her child. Compassion is said to be one of the
“shining virtues” — one that comes rather easily
to most people. It is more natural for most of us to
try to understand why someone else has made a
mistake if we will only open our hearts to the com-
passion that lies deep within us. After all, have
each of us not made a mistake at one time or
another. | know that | make mistakes everyday, but
| try to keep a “perfect heart” (a “well meaning
heart”), and then the mistakes are not malicious or
vicious ones, but “honest ones.”

Compassion is an important ideal for us to af-
firm. As Jews, we are mandated to have com-
passion not only towards our fellow human beings,
but all of G-d's creatures as well. After all, how can
we expect forgiveness and compassion from G-d if
we ourselves are not forgiving and com-
passionate...Jewish moralists tell us that all devout
Jews, before going to sleep at night should say
aloud that they bear no grudge against anyone, and
that they forgive anyone who has wronged them
during the day. Wouldn't this world be a wonderful
place to live if we could each try to hold that at-
titude of compassion and forgiveness in our
hearts?

There is an interesting Midrash about the
Hebrew Slaves at the Red Sea. It seems that when
the Hebrews were saved and the Egyptians
drowned, the Angels on high began to sing the
praises of G-d, but He protested, saying: "My
creatures, the work of My hand are drowning, and
you dare to sing My praises! How can you rejoice
when your fellow humans are suffering and
dying?”

Compassion is one of the most natural virtues to
extol, but it's not always easy to be a com-
passionate individual — it takes effort and some
determination.

Something a little more difficult is benevolence
(in Hebrew gemilut hasadim) bestowing loving-
kindness. Benevolence is the natural outgrowth of
the “attitude of compassion.” In other words,
compassion is the feeling and benevolence is the
action — the “good deed” — the bestowing of a
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lovingkindness or a “true kindness.” There are
many acts of benevolence that we as Jews are en-
joined to perform, for example one of the most
prominent is "bikur choleem,” the visiting of the
sick. There is an entire section of the Shulhan
Arukh dedicated to the rules for visiting of the sick,
for instance, one should not visit so often or for so
long that he or she tires the patient, and one
should not visit at a time that is inconvenient to the
patient or family, or visit when someone has an
embarrasing illness, etc...Another very important
act of lovingkindness for us to perform is to attend
a funeral and the comforting of mourners. It is also
an act of benevolence to bring a gift of food or
wine to a family who is in mourning. But the Rab-
bis say that one of the “true” acts of lovingkind-
ness is the act of lovingkindness that is bestowed
upon the dead. The Rabbis tell us about Joseph's
promise to his father, Jacob to take him out of the
land of Egypt after his death and bury him with his
fathers (Genesis 47:29 & 30) This promise speaks
to us of “true kindness” a promise or kindness
shown to the dead. When we do a mitzvah for the
living, there is always a question that we may
secretly hope that one day they will repay the kin-
dness; but when we are kind to the dead, we know
that they will never be able to repay us. In that
case, we can be certain that our kindly act is in no
way tainted by any ulterior motive.

Giving tzedakah (charity) can also be an act of
benevolence, and it certainly is a most important
mitzvah. The interesting fact is that tzedakah can-
not be given to everyone, for example, one cannot
give charity in the form of money to a wealthy per-
son who already has all he or she needs; however
there is some act of lovingkindness that is ap-
propriate for each and every human being. It is our
challenge to try to think of acts of benevolence
that we could bestow upon others. Anyone can
perform an act of lovingkindness — you don't have
to have lots of money, all you have to have is a
loving heart and a willing spirit. You are capable of
performing an act of benevolence today! WHY
NOT GIVEIT ATRY... Shalom,

Micki D. Hecht
Rebbetzen, Temple Beth Am

FLETCHER JONES

NSRRIy R g 8

MERCEDES-BENZ

560SEL

“EXTRAORDINARY CARS...FOR EXCEPTIONAL PEOPLE"

3100 South Rancho
364-2700




