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THE DUTIES OF THE uEART 

The True Measure of A Man 

November 6, 1955 

The ~ubject which I selected for rryself thie morning is taken fran the na!!'le 

of a famous book in Heorew Literatu~8, "The Choboth Halebaboth - The Duties of the 

Heart." It is a book written by an emminent Jewish Phtlosopher and w~tic, Baceya 

ibn Paquda, who lived in S~nin in the twelfth century and was the Dayan, or the 

Judge of his Community. The book,"The Choboth Falebaboth - The Duties of t~e Heart", 

was the moct popular philo ophic, ethical book a~ong our people throughout the iddle 

Ages unto this day. 

In this volume, Bachya draws a distinctfon between the outward ceremonial laws -

between outward observances of the law - what he calls visible wisdcm, or the daties 

of the l:f.l!'bs, and between the inwr1rd intention and at.titudes, feelings, which he calls 

the hidden wisdan or the duties o~ the heart. The distinctj on which he makes if!; not 

only the distinction between duties towards God and our duties towards our fellowmen, 

that is between religious and so-called ceremonial duties and ethical conduct. That 

distinction was made long long ago by the prophets of Israel in a very sharp outline. 

I read you this morning the first chapter of the Book of Isaiah, where he draws that 

contrast between people thronging the courts of the Temple, brining their sacrifices, 

but their hands are full of blood. They have done evil towa~ds their fellowmen. 

"Bring me no more vain oblations, incense is an abcm:ination to me. 
Wash yourselves, ,r.ake yourselves clean; remove the evil of your 
doings fran before mine eyes; cease to do evil; learn to do good; 
seek justice, relieve the oppres ed; defend the fatherless; plead 
for the widow." 

That contrast existed a long long time afo in our religion betwGen the outward 

ceremonial act and the duties which we owe to our neighbor, but the distinction which 

Bachya makes in his book "The Duties of the Hearttt has to do largely with the manner 

in w ich we perfor!TI good deeds in behalf of our neighbors. It has to do with the 

why and the how we do them - their motives - tlteir inner intent. Are they performed 



-2-

out of love of God and out of love of our fello'Wl'!"en, out of piety, purity of heart, 

•in the name of heaven tt tc use the technical expression of the rabbis, or are they done 

out of unworthy motivee - out of love of fame or honor. Are they performed without 

sincerety, perfunctorily. Now this distinction is a very important one in the spirit

ual developnent of man. The inner disposition in carrying out a :r1d.tzvah was always 

regarded by our religion as of very great importance. ~HHH~-~~r~* God demands the heart 

not merely the act. It was the opinion of the great Rabbi Ashi, who edited the Talmud, 

that if a man thought sinf'.!erely about the fulfillment of a ~oonnand.ment, and was unable 

to fulfill it because he was prevented by force or by accident, the Scripture credits 

it to him as if he had actually performed the mitzvah. Because the intent was right. 

The -;:-}f-:HHHHH~* the intent is very important. Although a good act even without ➔HHHHHt* 

is not without some merit. The practical wisdcm of our religion maintajned that a 

good act, perfonned even without the correct inner motives, without having been done 

-~-~--:t-3-~~*{:,'HHf-, for its own sake, nevertheless has its own value, for the agent in doing 

it may learn fran the very act, and may come to acqu i re the correct attitude later on. 

~HHHHPrHHf-, Men learn by doing. Men are affected by whatever activity they are engaged 

in. If they are engared in a good activity, _even if the clear motive is not there -

the right motive, nevertheless it has a certain pedogogic value for the individual, 

and of course the moral act, per se, as a social utility, quite apart from t,he a.gent's 

intent. So that even a good act, which is performed without the right motive has a 

certain value, nevertheless the moral status of such an individual who performs good 

acts without proper motj-ves is of course vastly lower and inferior to the status of 

the man who does a good deed for its own sake. Of the former the Torah says, God's 

mercy is great unto the heavens. But of the latter, that of those who perform the 

good deed at the behest of God, his mercy is great above the heavens. But the ~onner 

was never scorned -- but he was not extolled. 

The Duties of the Heart - what are they? Well, in the first place, one of the 

Duties of the Heart, that is a duty that is not ordained 1n the Torah, one of the 
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duties of the heart is to go beyond the requirements of the law iPtHHHHf-~~ one must 

not insist upon the strict letter of the law and say thus far I go and no further• 

To obey the law is necessary and meritorious -- it is the ~5.nimum requirement of any 

civilized society. ithout canpliance with just laws, anarchy and chaos would soon 

ensue. It is of utmo~t necessity to obey the law, but it is not all sufficient -

it is not all sufficient - sometimes we must go beyond the law, do more than the law 

requires of us and sanetimes we must temper the r:!.gours of the law with a quality 

of rrercy. It is not enough to be correct and just. We must be ccmpassionate and 

sympathetic and forgiving. ffuo could survive, declared the rabbis, who could survive 

if God judged us entirely on the basis of our merits -- on the basis of our deserts. 

ot a single human being. Unless God added his everlasting mercy to his term justice, 

no human being could survive. So the Psalmist says ~-,HHH~-:}-~- justice, righteousness 

are the foundations of thy t.hrone iHHHHHHHHH} but loving kindness and faithfulness go 

before thee. Jerusalem was destroyed, say the rabbis, because their judges and their 

leaders based their judgment strictl.,v upon Biblical law and did not go beyond the re

quirements of t he law. That•s one of the duties of the heart - to go beyond law -

to begin with law but not stop there·. And especially is this the case when we have 

to pass judgreent upon our neighbor. Not in the courts of law, but :in our daily re

lationships - in our contacts with our fellow human beings when we are inclined to 

judge our neighbor. ~e mu~t, say the rabbis, incline -- incline the balance in his 

favor. ~ H.~;HHHf- 1 gi.ve your neighbor the benefit of the doubt always, and when there 

is no oubt don't judge him at all until you have put yourself in his place. Do not 

judge thy neighbor until you have put yourself ;_n his place, say the rabbis. 

leave judgment to God altogether. You try to be helpful, not to be a judge. 

In fact, 

Now 

here's one of the duties of the heart. There is no law which prescribes it, there's 

no punishment for violating such a law. It is one of those inner duti9R of the heart 

which a good man observes as if it were written down in the book of the law. You shall 

not hate your brother in your heart, we read in the Book of Leviticus. You shall not 
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hate your brother in your heart. lu1d the rabbis spell out the meaning of this injunction 

in the Bible. It does not mean you shall not strike your neighbor. It does not mean 

you shall not cause any injury to your neighbor. It does not mean you shall not curse 

your neighbor. There are other laws in the Bible which cover theee cases. ~~i-~x~h't-:HE-1 

the verse of the Bible speaks about hatred inside of a man. Hatred of the heart. 

And it is one of the duttes of the heart to expel that hatred. 

It is also one of the duties of the heart not to insult our neighbor in public. 

Not to cause him shame or embarrassment. Sometimes in a moment, in a thoughtless 

momenteven, a moment of flippancy, not to speak of moments of real evil intent, we 

say scmething which cuts deep into the heart of the neighbor - which puts him to 

shame in public. ~Hh'(...),HHHH}, he who puts his neighbor to shame in public is as if he 

spilt his blood. He who shames a man, shames the image of God in which that man 

and every nfan iF fashioned, jus-li as if one strikes a neighbor on the cheeks, say the 

rabbis. It is as if he struck the face of the ~HHHHHh'Hf-, the divine presence. There 

was a famous rabbi, Rabbi Simeon Ben Eleazar, a great scholar famous for hts learning, 

highly placed, g~eat]y respected, who was riding one day on his donkey returning to 

his bane from a journey he had taken, and he pas8ed a man and he looked upon him and 

the man was ext,reme]y ugly - deformed. And Rabbi Simeon Ben Eleazar turned to him 

and said its amazing how V)uch the children of Abraham - how often the children of 

Abraham can get so ugly. Whereupon this poor man looked up to him and s aid, "What can 

I do? \\'hy don't you speak to the artist who made me? " Whereupon Rabbi Simaon 

Ben Eleazar slipped off the donkey upon which he was riding and knealt before the 

man and begged his forgiveness, and the man said "I will not forgive you. 11 And 

Rabbi Simeon followed the man on foot until tbey came to the city where all the 

people turned out and hailed Rabbi Simeon Ben Eleazar and called him ,naster and 

this poor man said, ''Who's the master?•" Why they said, "Rabbi Simeon Ben Eleazar." 

"\,t,y'~he said, "may there never be masters like hi.m in Israel. Ha is unworthy•" And 

Rabbi Simeon Ben Eleazar beat his breast in public and said, "I am unworthy" and 
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recounted what he had said and thereafter says the story in the TaL-nud, on all 

occasions, in hts great academy, he would preach to his disciples and students and 

say, ftNever be as hard and unyielding as a proud cedar, be as pliant as a reed." 

One of the duties of t r e haert. A man must never say to another - a man must 

never f.ay to a sinner who had repented - remember your former cieeds. A man must 

never say to a proselyte his father had baen an idle worshipper - remember the 

deed of your a.ncestor. A man must never say to another man who is visited by 

-=infferin~, or is afflicted by disease, or has suffer~d bereavement, as the companions 

of Jobe said to him in his affliction, "whoever perishes being innocent, this is cruel, 

thiR is callousness, this is spiritual violence perpetrated against another fellow 

hur.1an being. A universal attitude of kindness is one of the supreme duties of the 

heart. Kindness even to animals. A righteous man has regard for the soul of his 

beast says the Sook of Proverbs. The righteous man has regard for the soul of his 

beast. This is dra:matized in the story that i s told of the famous Rabbi Judah Han~~i 

who edited t½e ~ishna, Judah the ince. A calf was being taken to sl augh+,er, and 

it broke away and hi.d under the cloak of the rabbi and lowed in terror. Whereupon 

Rabbi Judah Hanasi said, "Go, for this wast thow created," and t urned the calf ovf:r 

to be taken to slaughter. t/hereupon they said in heaven, since he has no pity, we 

will bring suffering upoll him that he may learn pity. And for thirteen years Judah 

Fanasi was afflicted with terrible pain 4nd suffering. And one day, while his maid 

~ervant was sweeping tha house, ~he saw sane new-born kittens by the way and made to 

sweep them away. ·~ereupon Judah Hanasi said, ~let them be. Is it not written his 

tender mercies are over all his works?" Whereupon they said, in heaven, since he 

has learned ccmpassion we will be canpassionate towards him and Judah the Prince 

was healed. Now Judah was absolutely correct. He wa~ quite within the law when 

he said what he said and did what he did • .3ut he, as a great leader and teacher, had 

missed a rare moment which called for some act of pity. 

plus - somet ing morel That's the point of this story. 

the duties of the heart. 

Some-thing ~:HHHh~*, sanething 

Ha had missed out on one of 
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Another duty of the heart which you will not find written down, for which there 

is no reward, or threat of puhishment, has to do with what the rabbis call ih'HHHBHHHf

to accept suffering in resignation - in dignity. Not rebelling, not grumbling, not 

ccntinually complaining, but to acce t whatever cOJ"les to a human being in fortitude 

of spirit as beccmes a hu.~an being. ~ot to accept the good things that come to us as 

if they belong to us, as is our due, but to resent bitter]y misfortune, dissappoint

~ent or tragedies that cane to us. To acce tour lot with quiet dignity and fortitude 

and valor of spirit. That's a duty of the heart. And that's a measure of a man and 

a woman - the true measure. How they stand up under the buffeting of fortune. Do 

they cower and whimper and ccmplain? Or do they carry on the best they can, with 

~trength of character and spirit and in q.i.iet resignation. 

There is another duty of the heart. To give charity is of course prescribed in 

our Jaw. It i~ a clear mitz~rah. A command~ent. But the manner in which it is given 

is left to t~e heart. Some give charity with a glad heart, with an open han1, biven 

in such a way as to cheer and gladden the heart of t he unfortunate who is compelled 

to receive charity; or give it better sti 1 annonymously so as to spare the feeling 

of the recipient. Others give charity grudgingly, niggardly, tardily, or ostentatious]y, 

with a flourish of trumpets. Ne read this wee'<: in our Synagogues the story of Abraham. 

Abraham the founder of our re igion. ftbraham who stands at the head ~aters of three 

great religions of mankind, Judaism and Chric--tianity and Islam. Abraham who is 

called the lover of God, the friend of God. The story is told in this section of 

the week the Cidra how Abraham sat one day, in the heat of the day, in the door of 

his tent, and saw tlu-ee strangers approaching. People he id not know, the Bible 

says iHHHHt--~~~, and he ran out to !neet them and he said to them, •tPlease, cane to my 

tent and perhap~ you will sit here in the shadow of the tree and rest yourself and wash 

your tired feet for the lon journey and I will prepare food for you.~ And he ran and 

told Sarah his wife, "Please, prepare three measures of fine meal for the stranges." 

And he him elf went to hi~ herd and selected a calf tender and good and gave it to 
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the servants and told them to hasten and prepare it ard. he himself took curds and 

milk and set food before the strangers and he stood by them under the tree while 

they ate. Now Abraham, when he met these strangers who had come to him unbidden, 

uninvited -- he did not cross examine them; hedi.d not ask them to fill out a question

aire; he did not SaY to himsel!, "oh, it's too hot today, I can't look after the ~e 

people"; he di.d not say to them, please cane another day, I'm too b11sy today. Or 

if Abraham suspected that these strangers were solicitin for some cause, did not 

begin by telling them that t.here were too many drives on really, or that he had had 

to give too much money t ti is year to the incane tax collector, iP',,~, he ran out 

to meet them. it-'1--~-~-3HHHHHf·, Abraham hastened to serve these strangers. Abraham was 

perfonnin gladly and eager]y one of the duties of the heart. That's hat our 

people call-~, the welco~ing of strangers. Q~cstions later1 Now t hey are 

ti-red, weary, hun -ry, hmnan bein s. Take care of them. Help them. One of the 

duties of t he heart - how we give bharity. I have known many people who finally 

do give, to whatever they are asked to contribute, but give it with such reluctance 

c1.nd such hesitancy and saneti."Ites such surliness, that tt isn't charity at all --

it's something squeezed out of the individual. How a mitzvah is performed is an 

important thing. 

In the case of Abraham, he performed another one of the duties of the heart. 

He heard that hj_s kinsman Lot had been taken captive• He and his household. And 

along with many other people of the City of Sodan where Lot had lived, the City of 

Sedan waq a city of wicked men and yet when Abraham had heard that they had been 

attacked unjustly and had been taken captives, he rushed to their rescue, reckless of 

danger, in the dark of the night and he delivered them. Now he was under no obligation 

to do it. He was not t e police force of the city of Sodom. He knew that the odds 

would "be against him but he did not hesitate. Innocent men were in danger. A great 

wroog had been done and his heart told him that it was his duty to do all he could to 

rescue them. And when the King of Sodan offered to reward Abraham - you give me the 
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persons whom you have rescued and take the goods for yourself - Abraham said, "I 

have sworn to the Lord God, The High ~aker of Heaven and Earth that I would not take 

a threa<i or a shoestring or anything that is yours.' A mitzvah perfonned as the re

sult of the pranpting of one's heart without expectation or desire of reward. Not 

to stand idly by the blood of your nei hbor when he is wrongad or oppressed or ex

ploit3d and his fundamental rights are denied him -- that is one of the duties of 

the heart. 

To be willing to suffer for an ideal and to accept such suffering as iHHHr!HHHHHf·, 

the sufferings of love. That's a ituty of the heart. Fer a good man is prepared to 

fight as a faithful Roldier in the long desperate war of li ht against darkness,of 

order against chaos, of humanities' war for freedom and justice, of the golden a a 

which 1~ to come ~·HHHHHHHHr , in the end of days. One is not constrained to do it. 

One is not constrained to be militant at the behest of an ideal. One can only be a 

volunteer in such a struggle. But those who do enlist and do fight the good fight 

for humanity - without the expectat i~n of reward - those who do put on the annour of 

righteousness to join in battle, they are really ~-H~~~~~, the children of God. 

All that I have said about Qloboth Halebavoth may be summarized in one saying -

profound respect fo-r man. More than social justice is required of a human being. 

More than personal rectitude. There are SCl'le good men who are very hard. There is 

need for a quality of humanenass, of tenderness, of magnanimity. A sensitiveness 

to the hurt, physical or mental, of our fellowmen. fihat is required of us is H->,HHHHHHHi·, 

an understanding heart that we may know of the heart of the stranger. That take~ a 

life-time of self-culture and self-education to achieve. Some people are fortunately 

born with it, but everyone can acquire it if he trains himself to it. There is a danger 

I find so often of sacrificing man, even in the pursuit of a good cause, of a noble 

ideal. Sonetimes people becOT!e so enami:-red of an ideal, so convinced of its need for 

mankind, that they are prepared to ~acrifice the individual man, or myriads of men for 

that matter, without canpuncticn, without any qualm of eonscience. They are prepared 

to employ all cruel methods, brutality and terror and liquidation, in order to realize 
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what they believe is a noble ideal for mankind. 

I finished reading, the other day, a book called ''The Fa11 of a Titan• • "The 

~all of a Titan~, written by Igor Gouzenko. You may recall the name of the author. 

He was the Russian official, who walked away fran the Russian F.mbassy in Ottawa,Canada 

and turned over to the Canadian authorities many secret Russian documents which enabled 

the Canadian and American authorities to crack a vast spy ring which was carrying on 

extensive espionage for the Soviet Government. Igor Gouzenko wrote a novel called, 

"The Fall of a Titan." Its a novel about Russia, Russia in the first decades of the 

successful Bolshevik Revolution.•nd the characters and the incidents i.n this novel 

are reminiscent of actual hist,oric events and historic personalities. The hero of the 

novel is Mikhail Gorin, the thinly disguised name for Maxim Gorky, the famous Russian 

writer. G,orin, or Gorky, is invited by Stalin, to return to Russia from his home in 

Italy where he had spent many years in pleasant exile, and upon his return to Russia 

upon the invitation of Stalin, he was feted and proclaimed and hailed as a national 

hero and shown every mark of respect as long as he continued to write in defense of 

and in prai~e of the Bolshevik regime. To that regime Gorin or Gorky was worth a 

thousand propagandas because of his reputation throughout the , estern world. But as 

soon as Gorin began to show signs of unhappiness and disapproval of the methods of 

the Bolsheviki, their ruthlessness, their brutality, their utter contempt for the 

individual a~ such, and for human life -- as soon as he began to become restive and 

show signs of disapproval, they became suspicious of him, they began to curb and 

restrict his movements and his freedan and they finally liquidated him. But before 

his murder, at the hands of those whan he ha formerly praised and apologized for, 

Gorin, or Gorky, wrote a letter which, by a chain of circum.Rtances, falls into the 

hands of frlends and with this letter Gorin tries to explain to himself and to the 

world what went wrong with the Russian Revolution. How did a noble ideal for the 

liberation of man, frcm tyranny and exploitation that was its early ideal, how did this 

noble ideal turn lnto such a monstrous thing. Turn into such a monstrous police statel 

which enslaved men and wanen and ground them into the dust at the behest of their 

princi als. In this letter, Gorin finally s~s that he came to understand what was 
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wrong with the leaders of the Revolution was that they had been deprived of love by 

the very ideal of love which they hoped to serve - love of mankind. That hate had 

become their natural element. Revenge and hatel That the men of the Party and the 

leaders of the Party were taught deliberately that the State or the Party can do no 

wrong - can deceive and rob and kill and it was noble to do so because it was necessary 

for the Party. The Party demanded of its members that they t brow out all enfeebling 

pity, for get morals, crush all uaces of compassion, so that if in the name of 

collectivization it was necessary to sacrifice five million peasants and starve them 

to death, men, women, and children, why that was alright1 just so the ideal was served 

and the ideal of course was never proven to be the true ideal. It was just a conception 

of certain idealists and dreamers who thought that it was the true and noble ideal. 

And so he writes, "At last I understand that one must not only love the idea bom in 

man's brain, but one should and must love the man also. The most simple man is infin

itely more precious than the most brilliant idea." And unless you learn it you 

will never understand what is meant by The Duties of the Heart. 

And that is why our sages draw a sharp distinction between a Tzadic Tov and a 

Tzadic Rah, between a good Tzadic and an evil Tzadic, between a good, righteous man 

and an evil righteous man. The good Tzadi c is the man who perf oms his full duties 

towards God, towards his ideal and also performs his full duties as a lmman being to 

fellow human beings. ••*~tt•••11*, the bad Tzadic, the evil righteous man, is the man who 

thinks only of serving his ideals, his cause and who is cruel and bard and ruthless 

and inconsiderate in his relation••-•••••** to his fellow human beings. 

This, my dear friends, is wba t our teachers meant when they urged upon us to 

cultivate The Jhties of the Heart. *ffiHHh.~-iHt the understanding heart. Learn to under

stand the heart of the sm-anger, of your neighbor. Pu.t yourself' in his place. Treat 

him as one human being to another. As you would like to be treated in 7our difficulties, 

in your blunderings, in your sorrows, in your mistakes. And you will find suddenl7 

tbat you will receive great illumination and true guidance from the deep well-springs 

which rise in the heart of a human being. 

Amen. 
(Asteriks indicate ommission ot Hebrew) 
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