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 The Gemora asks the question you pondered in the last lesson: “Whose service is greater, those who 
do because they are commanded, or those who do from their own initiative?” Its solution is probably 
quite different from your own. It concludes that “the service of one who follows G-d’s command is greater 
than that of one who serves voluntarily.”1 
 This seems to contradict common sense. Isn’t a child who cleans his room of his own accord more 
praiseworthy than one whose mother must ask him to do so? Doesn’t a wife feel more pleased when her 
husband surprises her with a spontaneous gift than when she must hint or prod him to buy her 
something? A person who recognizes a need and gives before being asked is certainly on a higher level 
of generosity than one who gives only when asked. 
 But let’s ponder the question more deeply. What defines the perfect gift? The generosity of the 
giver? In that case, a five-pound box of candy would always be  better than a one-pound box. Is it the 
motive of the giver? We often see that, despite the giver’s intention to please, the recipient is less than 
thrilled with the gift, either because it does not conform to his own tastes or it is simply not what he 
wants or needs. A husband might give his wife a birthday gift of beautiful pearl earrings that he designed 
himself, but if what she really wanted was a microwave, she will be somewhat disappointed. Although 
she may consider the earrings lovely and deeply appreciate her husband’s intentions, she will regret that 
they were not on the same wavelength.  
 On the other hand, if she wanted something simple, such as a pint of vanilla fudge ice cream, then 
she would feel perfectly pleased, because she will feel, consciously or not, that they are “one” at that 
moment. When someone opens a gift and exclaims, “How did you know? It’s exactly what I wanted!” his 
elation stems less from the gift itself than from his pleasure that the giver was so perfectly attuned to 
his desire. 
 When the sages decided that the service of one who obeys G-d’s command is greater, they took into 
account that it is human nature to rebel against being told what to do. For a person to overcome his 
ego-centered resistance to obeying orders, this is a significant accomplishment. If he can also joyfully 
perform the act, grateful for the opportunity to fulfill his Creator’s will, he has succeeded in an act of 
self-transcendence. 
 Every act of giving is an expression of relationship. The success (or power) of the gesture is measured 
by the degree of union it engenders. The sages teach that in a situation where one responds to a stated 
demand or request, the opportunity for intimacy is greater than otherwise. In addition to the act of giving, 
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which establishes relationship, a further barrier to closeness is removed when one pushes aside the ego 
which initially resisted the command. 

The Torah takes up a good deal of space in describing Israel’s voluntary gifts for the building of the Mishkan,2 
the portable Tabernacle and Tent of Worship in the desert. It is certain that their giving was with complete 
goodwill and great enthusiasm. We can have no idea of the intensity with which each member of Israel wanted 
to contribute to the building of the Mishkan, nor of the enthusiasm, desire, and sublime devotion that 
informed this giving. We cannot imagine the happiness in the heart of each individual when he knew that his 
money or property had reached the hands of the treasurer and it was now certain that his silver or gold would 
be built into the Mishkan, that he would actually have a share in the House of God, and the Divine Presence 
would actually rest on his voluntary gift. 

But in reality this was not how the Mishkan was built. How then? The Torah says in connection to 
this, “Take from yourselves a gift for HaShem” (Exodus 35:5). Ibn Ezra remarks that “take” is usually the 
opposite of “give,” but “taking for someone else” is the equivalent of giving. The Torah’s language is precise 
here, and hints to a deeper principle. A person may give for the right motives. His giving may be completely 
unselfish, but he is not “taking from himself” unless he is also overcoming resistance in order to give. [And 
this, the Torah teaches, is the only kind of giving that is worthy to build Temples.]3 

 When a person gives from his own initiative, he is expressing his “self”. Indeed, he may be 
expressing the most sterling qualities of his “self”-- his generosity, his consideration, his originality, etc. 
Yet, by the very act of empowering selfhood, he reinforces the natural barrier between himself and the 
“self” of the recipient. They remain two individual identities, albeit bound by affection and gratitude. 
Thus, if we understand that the highest potential of a gift is to unite the two parties, then one who gives 
from his own initiative can by definition never break through to the place of complete union, for his 
separate identity is the very motivator of his act. He must necessarily take one step back for every few 
steps forward. 
 Self-motivated generosity is clearly desirable and praiseworthy. Nevertheless, its potential for 
intimacy, while great, is existentially less than it would be if one were responding to a command. 
Although many people squander the opportunity to fulfill an explicit request, the potential is 
nevertheless there. 
 Now let us look more carefully at that dynamic. When a person receives a command, even from a 
loved one, his reflex is to resist being told what to do. He then has several alternatives. He could rebel 
altogether, ignoring the request. Or he could comply begrudgingly, fulfilling only the bare minimum of 
what was asked of him. In both cases, of course, the possibility for union has been wasted. Or 
alternatively, he could choose to nullify his own will to the will of his beloved, and perform the 
commanded action with love, meticulous care, and in the most aesthetic way possible. 
 Two things happen in this last case. First, the deed is pleasing to the other, who had specified his 
will. Second, by overcoming his natural resistance to being told what to do, the giver has transcended 
his ego. A whole other level of union is possible now, for in the moment of exchange, the giver has totally 
and joyfully yielded to the will of the receiver, and their desire has become one. 
 The implications are profound. Let us restate the “Law of Affinity”, for it has application here. In the 
physical world closeness means sharing points in time and space. When two people are at the same 
address at the same time, they are physically close. But what does it mean to be emotionally intimate or 
intellectually “close”? This is something different altogether. On the non-physical planes (emotional, 
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mental, spiritual), closeness means affinity and empathy, i.e. similarity. Two people are close if they are 
feeling the same emotion, thinking the same thought, aspiring to the same goals. We speak of ideas 
being “close” to each other -- they are alike. When we describe ourselves as being “in the same place” 
as another, it means that we feel the same emotions and struggle with the same issues. Thus, two could 
be sitting across from each other at the dinner table and be worlds apart in their hearts and minds. 
Similarly, they could be on different continents altogether and share a profound moment of intimacy. 
 Thus, by giving according to the other’s specifications because it pleases the other, such that the 
gift is neither his idea nor his initiative, then their wills become one and their union profound. 
 And this particular coming together when two people share not just feelings or thoughts, but a 
common will – this is the deepest intimacy of all. There are many different aspects of a person, some 
more superficial, some more essential. Kabbalah teaches that will is the innermost root of them all. This 
is because everything must begin from an impulse of will  (whether consciously or not). Thus, to unite 
on the level of will is to unite essence to essence. What can surpass such a gift? 
 

* * * * * * * * * *  
 

PRACTICAL EXERCISE 
 Are you aware of the intentional relationships that exist between you and your spouse, friends, or 
work associates? What about the incidental relationships with, for example, your mail person, grocery 
clerk, paper deliverer, neighbor, etc.? What do these people do for you from their own initiative, 
anticipating your needs, and what do they do in response to explicitly stated requests? Do you notice a 
difference in how each makes you feel? This week, pay special attention to these things. Notice how 
people respond when you state a request. Notice how you feel when they comply reluctantly versus 
graciously and lovingly. How does this feel different from when they gave from their own initiative? 
 Then notice what you do for those individuals. What do you initiate on your own, and what specific 
requests of their do you fulfill? Observe how you feel in each instance. 
 Next week, pick someone you are close to and become more attentive to their needs and desires. 
Do at least three things that you think they would want, and three that they have specifically requested. 
How do these two kinds of giving feel alike? How do they feel different? How does each make you more 
sensitive and vulnerable? Do they create different kinds of bonds? Look for subtle resistances and 
motivations. Record you insights and observations in your journal. 
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