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Snowstorms have a kind of transitive quality. By this I mean that the 

onset of a blizzard seems almost immediately to evoke memories of 

every past storm that we’ve experienced. Consciously or otherwise, we 

jump almost instantaneously to comparisons of all those storms that 

have come before. Having grown up in sunny Southern California, my 

personal memory bank is much more limited. But I have been thinking 

about a blizzard that two years ago stranded Rachel and me on Long 

Island. In particular, I’ve been thinking about the outpouring of chesed 

on the night of that storm: Our friends who took care of our children 

when we weren’t able to get back to the city; and a saintly woman who 

opened her home in our moment of need.  

 

So I thought it would be appropriate to take this opportunity to explore 

the topic of chessed, albeit from a slightly different perspective.  

 

The Midrash famously tells us that the Torah both begins and ends with 

Chesed. It begins with chesed inasmuch as Hashem provides clothes for 

Adam and Chava. And it ends with Chesed as Hashem personally 

attends to the burial of his faithful servant, Moshe Rabbeinu. 

 

But let me ask you this question: What’s the first act of Chessed that’s 

commanded in the Torah? What’s the first מצות חסד we encounter?  

 

The answer is by no means obvious. And in fact, at least according to 

the count of the חינוך, the mitzvah I have in mind is the 80
th

 mitzvah to 

be commanded in the Torah. 

 

And it is by all accounts, a formulation that requires some explication.  

 

So let’s see if we can unpack it together. 

  שמות פרק כג 
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  ֵמֲעזֹב לֹו ָעזֹב ַּתֲעזֹב ִעּמֹו: ִתְרֶאה ֲחמֹור ׂשֹנֲַא� רֵֹבץ ַּתַחת ַמָּׂשאֹו ְוָחַדְלָּת (ה) ִּכי 

 

It’s a very difficult pasuk to translate, but let’s try. 

 

 when you see the donkey of your – כי תראה חמור שנאך רבץ תחת משאו

enemy buckling under the weight of its burden; 

 

 now this is the tricky part. There’s a kind of rhetorical – וחדלת מעזב לו

question here, and then there’s some sort of answer. What’s difficult is 

the word  עזב. We want the pasuk to say – will you refrain from helping 

him? Certainly not.  תעזב עמועזב  – you’ll surely help him. 

 

And this is how Rashi translates the pasuk. In the book of Nechemia, for 

instance, the word עזב means something like to support. 

 נחמיה פרק ג  

  ַוּיַַעזְבּו יְרּוָׁשַלִם ַעד ַהחֹוָמה 

They restored Jerusalem – they repaired it – they raised it up.  

There is an argument, then, to be made for this reading.  

 

The trouble is that it’s something of a stretch to understand the word עזב 

this way.  

 

Is there a way to read the pasuk while preserving our standard 

translation of the word עזב – which we normally understand to mean to 

leave?  

 

 based on the Targum Onkelos, suggests an ,רבי יוסף בכור שור

interpretation of our pasuk that accomplishes precisely this goal.  

 

The object here, he argues, is not – as Rashi has it – the impulse to help 

– but rather the שנאה – the hatred – mentioned at the beginning of the 

pasuk.  

 

When you see the donkey of your enemy – שונאך – the person you hate – 

 will you refrain from letting go of that hostility? Would – וחדלת מעזב לו
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you really nurse in your heart this animosity in such a time of need?  עזב
 leave it behind – let it go – so that you can instead act – תעזב עמו

virtuously and perform this mitzvah of chessed.  

 

It’s such a beautiful message: According to the Bechor Shor’s reading of 

the pasuk, we have no right to let subjective animosity stand between us 

and objective virtue. Whatever our petty grievances, whatever our 

personal issues, our social responsibility – and our sacred duty – 

transcend them. When these trivialities conspire to keep us from acting, 

the Torah demands that we rise above them and simply do the right 

thing. 

 

And I would go one step further. For it’s not only feelings in our heart 

that can hinder our capacity to act righteously; we have a hundred 

reasons that hold us back: Time, money, energy, inertia, habit, comfort . 

. . . In our minds, chesed is discretionary. If someone can volunteer to 

help, then almost my definition, we can also choose not to help. For until 

we hold out חסד as a top priority, there will always be some reason to 

remain passive rather than active.  

 

Perhaps this is why the Torah insists on introducing the language of עזב. 

When it comes to חסד, something needs to give way; something needs to 

get jettisoned to create the time and the space to give of ourselves in the 

service of a greater good.  

 

Allow me to share with you a story I heard from the son-in-law of a 

Jewish Center couple who was a member of Hatzolah at the time. Let’s 

call him David. 

 

David was driving south on the West Side Highway one evening just 

south of the George Washington Bridge. It was dark outside and it was 

raining, but out of the corner of his eye, he noticed two things at once. In 

the river, something was bobbing up and down. And on the jogging path, 

someone had stopped and had a cell phone pressed to his ear. 
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Putting the pieces together, David surmised that someone was in trouble, 

and the jogger on the phone was calling for help. He instinctively pulled 

to the side of the road, grabbed his equipment and sprang into action.  

 

All of his assumptions turned out to be correct. Thirty feet from the 

riverbank, someone was clinging to a buoy in the Hudson and the jogger 

had dialed 911 for help. Spotting the trouble, an off duty firefighter had 

pulled over to help, too. He had a rope with him and – within moments – 

David was out of his clothes and – with rope in hand – was swimming 

out to the buoy.  

 

He attached the rope to the buoy and the fireman pulled David and the 

man back ashore. The man on the buoy was unconscious and suffering 

from hypothermia.  

 

When the paramedics arrived a few minutes later, they found the victim 

wrapped in a blanket. And there was David – in his underwear, dripping 

wet, performing CPR. On beholding this scene, the paramedics 

expressed what could only be described as utter bewilderment. “Who are 

you” one of them said. David’s one-word reply explained it all: 

Hatzolah.  

 

The man survived and David assured me, to my great surprise, that 

swimming in the Hudson has had no long term effects on his health. 

 

 whatever they are doing – whenever the need arises – the – עזב תעזב עמו

members of Hatzolah leave behind family, friends, work – everything – 

to perform these selfless acts of chesed for any person in their moment 

of distress. In fact, I think the last time we were preparing for our annual 

Hatzolah appeal, Eddie missed it because he was busy responding to a 

call.  

 

We may fulfill the ethic of עזב תעזב עמו every so often in our lives as 

circumstances warrant it. But the members of Hatzolah have 

institutionalized it. At the drop of a hat, they are ready to go. If you have 
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ever had occasion to call them, you know that their presence in an 

ongoing ברכה for our community.  

 

If we’re not going to walk around with a walkie-talkie and accept the 

responsibility of responding to any call at any time, we should at least 

give our support to the exceptional people who do.  

 

It’s my pleasure at this time to call upon the head of West Side Hatzolah, 

Mr. Eddie Lowenthal.  
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Outakes  

 

 

 

 

 

Rashi  

Help it: Free the beast from its burden 

 

 

Two profound lessons: 

 אויב לשעה

He’s not an arch enemy, but he’s done something to upset you. 

It’s true: לא תשנא את אחיך בלבבך – in a perfect world, we shouldn’t have enemies of any kind. We shouldn’t 

hate anyone. But according to the Midrash’s reading of the pasuk, the Torah is telling us something so 

simple, and yet so profound. People are just people – and the Torah recognizes this. Even within the 

legalistic sections of our Torah, there is a basic appreciation  

 

 

And second: 

When the opportunity arises for us to step up and do the right thing, the Torah demands that we cast aside 

petty grievances,  

And do the right thing. 

The Torah doesn’t expect you to become best friends  

But neither do we have the right to let subjective animosity stand between us and objective virtue. 

Irrespective of the subject, we have a duty to help. 

 


