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When Rabbi Claudia asked me to speak on Chessed—loving kindness—I asked myself what could I 
possibly say to a congregation where the modus operandi is doing Chessed, G’milut Chassadim, or acts 
of loving kindness, though social action and Tikun Olam projects. What is there for me to teach the TBZ 
community about Chessed? 
 
Then I thought about a dear friend, I’ll call her Karen, who learned about Chessed—and herself—in an 
unusual way. Let me explain by first quoting from Rabbi Meir in Pirke Avot: 
 
 אל תסתכל בקנקן, אלא במה שיש בו. יש קנקן חדש מלא ישן, וישן שאפילו חדש אין בו
 
Look not at the vessel, but at what it contains. There are new vessels that are filled with old wine, and old 
vessels that do not even contain new wine. 
 
My middle child, Jonathan, was born with Downs Syndrome. He was a cheerful little boy and everyone 
grew to love him. When he was two and one-half years old, he contracted meningitis, resulting in brain 
damage; he limped and didn’t use his left hand much after being ill. But he was still upbeat and his older 
sister and younger brother helped to encourage his speech and motor development by practicing with 
him and using his favorite raisins or cheerios to reward him. 
 
When Jon was four years old, he began to have seizures—intractable. The early promise he showed 
slowed and eventually he spoke less and walking became more and more difficult. Jon moved into a 
group home when he was 19 and over time he formed close relationships—mostly non-verbal—with the 
other residents as well as with his caregivers.  
 
One day when Jon was 33 we realized something was seriously wrong and after a drawn-out series of 
missed diagnoses, it was determined that blood clots that had already closed down his stomach. A few 
days later he died. 
 
As we planned his funeral, several of his caregivers asked to speak. Debbie, who had been taking care of 
him for eight years, spoke of his cheerful nature. Chris, a Vietnam veteran who had been working with 
Jon for five years, described him in a way that only a loving family member would. Tony, a former 
football player for the Green Bay Packers who became a special ed teacher after he retired from the 
game, described how much he enjoyed teaching Jon, encouraging him to use a stationary bike, even 
teaching him how to wield a broom! One woman explained, “When I was down and depressed about my 
own life, I knew that when I went to the group home for my shift and spent time with Jon and got one of 
his legendary hugs, I’d cheer up and forget my troubles.” (By the way, I now realize that Jonathan was 
doing G’milut Chassadim for others without knowing his own power.) 
 
After the funeral service, my friend Karen, who at the time was 80 years old and whose family had 
established a center for peace and understanding, came right up to me and said, “I’ll never be 
prejudiced against an overweight person again!” “What do you mean?” I asked in surprise. I thought of 
her as one of the least prejudiced persons I knew. “Look at all those people who spoke about Jon; they 
were all very obese and I never would have realized how special they are. You could tell that they loved 



and cared deeply about your son’s welfare.” For several years after that, Karen would remind me 
repeatedly of how her attitude had changed because of listening to the workers in Jon’s group home. In 
other words, she acknowledged her long-held prejudice when she was confronted with how it limited 
her understanding of the world. 
 
Some of us have been—or will be—called upon to interact with unfamiliar staff taking care of our family 
members and friends, or possibly ourselves, through home care, in group homes, assisted living or 
nursing homes. We will be depending upon them to show Chessed toward our loved ones. We must look 
within ourselves to identify and correct the beliefs that limit us from seeing the “fine wine” within these 
caregivers—regardless of the “vessel” or their external appearance.  
 
As Shimon HaTzaddik used to say:  
  ַעל ְׁשלָֹׁשה ְּדָבִרים (ָהעֹוָלם עֹוֶמד(:  ַעל ַהּתֹוָרה, ְוַעל ַהֲעבֹוָדה, ְוַעל ְּגִמילּות
 .ֲחָסִדים
 
On three things the world stands.  
On Torah, On service [of God], And on acts of human kindness. 
 
Yehi ratzon milfanechah: May it be your will  
To help us find the courage to face our blind spots. To help us look for the good points in those whom 
we encounter and as Rabbi Nachman of Breslov advocated, to have positive expectations of others in 
order to elevate their behavior. Train us to see the world, unencumbered by our own misguided beliefs. 
Help us to perform acts of loving kindness toward those caregivers on whom we depend —and with all 
who don’t conform externally to our picture of how they should look.  
May it be your will. Yehi ratzon milfanechah 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 


