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Why Don’t We Recite a Blessing When We
Visit the Sick?

A Halakhic and Philosophical Investigation

R. Shai Held - held@hadar.org
Rabbinic Yeshiva Intensive 5785/2025

I. The Principle

1.Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Brakhot 11:2

A:N' 779 NDM NN 0"an

Every positive mitzvah between a person and
God, whether it is a mitzvah that is not obligatory
or whether it is a mitzvah that is obligatory, one
makes a blessing on it before doing it.
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2. Kesef Mishnah, Hilkhot Brakhot 11:2
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[Rambam] was precise when he wrote ‘between
a person and God’, to say that for mitzvot

NI¥XNJ2T NI7 DIPNY DTX AW 2IMDY7 11121 7T
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between a person and his fellow — for example: N7y ™Nan
giving tzedakah and the like — one does not
make a blessing over them.
Il. 1t Doesn’t Depend Entirely On Us
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3. R.Isaac ben Abba Mari (c. 1122- c. 1193), Sefer
ha-Ittur, Hilkhot Tzitzit p. 76

A 710 1Y QT Ny N7 N10'YN 190

This is the general principle: any mitzvah that is not
performed alone but depends on others — for example,
tzedakah, returning a lost object, [returning] collateral [to
a debtor], visiting the sick and the like — there is no need
to make a blessing, even though their performance
completes a mitzvah. And any mitzvah that can be
performed alone — such as sukkah, lulav, shofar, tzitzit and
everything like those — one must make a blessing. And as
a matter of halakhah, one must make a blessing on
building a parapet [on one’s roof] and shooing [the mother
bird from] the nest. And regarding redeeming the firstborn
and circumcision, since [the subject] is a minor, it is as
though he is acting alone. And also, if someone’s father
doesn’t circumcise him, since he is obligated to circumcise
and redeem himself, he is required to make a blessing.
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4. R. Shlomo Ibn Aderet (Rashba, 1235-1310), Responsa
1:254

T n'o X ?7n X"awna n"iv

You asked for clarification regarding which mitzvot one
makes a blessing on their performance and which one
does not make a blessing, for example, tzedakah and other
acts of loving-kindness.

Know that any mitzah that cannot be completely done by
oneself, but rather requires the presence of another —
such as tzedakah and visiting the sick and the like — one
does not make a blessing over it. Because if [the other
person] cannot receive it or does not want to receive it,
and similarly, regarding visiting the sick, if the sick person
cannot be visited or does not want his visit, it is impossible
to do [the mitzvah, and therefore] one does not bless on
them. And so too in similar cases.
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5. Rashba Responsa 1:18
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One does not make a blessing on a mitzvah that
is not entirely in the control of the person
performing it — because it is possible that his
fellow will not consent to it and the action will
not end up happening — for example: gifts to the
poor, lending to the impoverished, giving
tzedakah, providing for [an emancipated slave]
and the like.
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6. Avi Sagi, Light Through the Crack (2020)
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To fulfill the mitzvah of tzedakah, it is not enough to
have the desire for a one-sided act of giving; rather,
the recipient must respond to the tzedakah. Without
their response, even if a person fulfills the
commandment in its technical sense, they have not
fulfilled it as required. The absence of a blessingis a
clear expression of the deep obligation of a person to
turn toward the other, to see their face, their life, and
their need. For God's command is not a requirement
to perform actions that are fundamentally
interpersonal with the assumption that the other is
absent and merely an object. God commands us to
turn to the human being. The mitzvah imposes a
constant burden on the Jew to turn toward the other.
Therefore, it is clear that without the cooperation of
the other, the act cannot be considered one that
warrants a blessing...

We have an obligation to reach out to him and assist
him, but this obligation itself can only be realized
through partnership with him. This partnership is not
dependent on us alone; therefore, we anticipate it,
look toward the other and care for him. He comes
before us, and we stand before him with this
awareness.

He is not an object of blessing but a subject awaiting
our action, just as we must wait for his response. The
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absence of the blessing is not a deficiency in the
mitzvah but rather the foundation that transforms it
into an act that is realized in the heart of human life. A
person cannot fulfill mitzvot that depend on the other
while being alone with their God and the halakhah.
"There," outside, the other awaits; "there," outside, he
turns to us from his real existence. The mitzvah is the
space where the encounter between the two takes
place. This understanding is not a far-fetched theory
about halakhah but a foundation that shapes it.
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lll. Ve-kidshanu: What Sets Us Apart?

7. R. Bahya ben Asher (1255-1340), Kad haKemah, Tzitzit

Ny ,nngean 1 190

It is well known that the sanctity of Israel depends on mitzvot,
as they said in the Sifre: ““And you shall be sanctified’ - this is
the sanctity of mitzvah.” And these mitzvot through which we
are commanded to sanctify ourselves, they are the received
mitzvot which are the essence of sanctity, which is why our
Rabbis of blessed memory, the Sages of truth, established for
us that we should bless on them: “who sanctified us with his
commandments and commanded us.” And it is on account of
these received mitzvot that, at Sinai, Israel were called a holy
nation, as it is said (Shemot 19:6) “and you shall be to Me a
kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” Because in fulfilling
the rationally self-evident [mitzvot], the nation would not be
called “a holy nation.” After all, even idol-worshipers who are
people devoid of wisdom and who have no understanding, do
they not engage somewhat in the rationally self-evident
mitzvot? Moreover, the Sages did not institute a blessing for
the rationally self-evident [mitzvot] at all because the essence
of the blessing and the sanctity resides only in the received
mitzvot.
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8. R. Binyamin Ze’ev b. Matityahu of Arta (16th c),
Binyamin Ze’ev Responsa 169
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Regarding that which you asked: why we don’t make a
blessing on the positive mitzvot of honoring one’s father and
mother, and on showing deference to the old, and on a
number of positive mitzvot that we perform — the reason is
that we only make blessings on mitzvot that distinguish us
from [other] nations, in that [other] nations do not perform
them at all. But we do not even make blessings on mitzvot
that [other] nations perform occasionally, because [those
mitzvot] do not distinguish us from them, because they
sometimes perform them like us, such as honoring one’s

father and mother, showing deference to the old and the like.
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IV. Ve-tzivanu: The Source of Authority

9. R. Aryeh Leibush Belhover (1801-1881), Teshuvot
Shem Aryeh #1

'N |n'0 ,NRIYNI NITXY ,N"IX DY

Itis well known that there are received mitzvot and
rationally self-evident mitzvot. Received mitzvot are
mitzvot that the intellect does not dictate. If we were not
commanded to observe them, we would not perform
them. And there are rationally self-evident mitzvot that
the intellect does dictate. And even had we not been
commanded to observe them, they would be
appropriate to perform based on reason alone. And
therefore, it seems that we should only make blessings
on received mitzvot. For those, it makes sense to bless
“who sanctified us in His mitzvot and commanded us,”
because, were it not for Blessed God’s command, we
would not perform them. But regarding a rationally
self-evident mitzvah, which would be appropriate to
perform even if it had not been commanded, one should
not bless on them “who commanded”. And this [theory]
makes sense of a lot of mitzvot on which we do not make
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a blessing, like the mitzvah of tzedakah and lending to a
poor person and acts of loving-kindness, and many
other mitzvot like them such as returning lost objects,
and honoring one’s father and mother, and visiting the
sick, and many others like this... on which we do not
make a blessing. And this principle explains many things
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over which we do not make a blessing, like leaving
gleanings, forgotten produce and the corners [of a field]
— which are part of [the mitzvah of giving] tzedakah to a
poor person — and also [assisting with] unloading and
loading [a burden] and administering justice between a
person and their fellow — which falls under the category

of performing acts of loving-kindness, because the

intellect dictates it as a way to show kindness to one’s
fellow. And for all [mitzvot] like these, one should not
bless “who sanctified us in His mitzvot and commanded
us,” because even without the command of Blessed God

it would be appropriate to perform them from the
perspective of reason. Therefore no blessing was
established for them. This seems right to me.

V. Ve-tzivanu: On Proper Motivation

10. Rabbi Yehiel Yakov Weinberg (1884-1966),
Responsa Seridei Eish 1:61
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It seems to me that the purpose of mishloach
manot is to increase peace and love and
friendship, as the Hatam Sofer wrote in OH 196.
Note that even though with mitzvot in general,
greater is the one who is commanded and does
[than the one who is not commanded and does]
and we say “and commanded us” in the
blessings, nevertheless in the case of mishloach
manot it is better that a person give from his own
free will, from a feeling of love for his fellow Jew,
and if he gives only because of the
commandment he is lessening the aspect of
love.

The law is the same regarding tzedakah—if a
person gives from mercy or from love of the
Jewish people, that is better than giving because
of commandment and coercion.

See what the Rambam said in his Eight Chapters
about the debate of the philosophers over
whether it is better to do the good because one
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is commanded or out of an inner desire, and the
Rambam’s resolution of this question. And itis
possible that this is also the reason we don’t
make a blessing over honoring father and
mother.

This seems to me to be the way to resolve the
doubt of the Aharonim about whether we force
people to send mishloach manot like we force
them to give tzedakah. Coerced mishloach
manot is like nothing at all, but tzedakah is
different, because in the latter case thereis a
poor person searching for food to sate his
hunger.

11. R. Nahum Rabinovitch (1928-2020), Yad
Peshutah, Hilkhot Brakhot 11:2
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Regarding the reason that we only make
blessings on mitzvot between a person and God,
perhaps it is possible to say, in accordance with
chapter 6 of [Rambam’s] introduction to Avot, ...
that the highest level in mitzvot between a
person and their fellow, and doing good to
another, is when one does so out of one’s own
yearning and desire, and not because they are
the commands of the blessed Creator and His
yoke. This is different from mitzvot where, on
the contrary, one needs to emphasise the aspect
of obedience that one exhibits, in order to accept
upon oneself the yoke of the kingdom of heaven.
And the formulation ‘who sanctified us with His
mitzvot’ fits with these [kinds of mitzvot].
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Questions to Consider:

1. What is R. Weinberg’s and R. Rabinovich’s answer to the question of why we don’t say a
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berakhah before doing an interpersonal mitzvah? Does their answer surprise you at all? Why

or why not?

2. Is there anything potentially problematic about dichotomizing between “because we have to”

and “because we want to”-- in life in general, and in Jewish thought in particular?

3. Inyour own life, how do you think about the relationship between visiting the sick (for
example) because you want to as opposed to because you have to (because you are
commanded to do so)? Does reading R. Weinberg and R. Rabinovich change or complicate

your perspective at all?

4. How and why is tzedakah different from other interpersonal mitzvot, according to R.

Weinberg? What can we learn from that about Judaism’s approach to character-building?

12. Maimonides, Eight Chapters (Introduction to Avot, Chapter 6)
(Concerning the difference between the saintly [or highly ethical] man and him who [subdues
his passions and] has self-restraint)
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NINT7 DIXDN N7 'W202 IKY NI T, NINAY? MR DTRD NifR7 4Y DNY - DT NI "RIR
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Philosophers maintain that though the man of self-restraint performs moral and praiseworthy
deeds, yet he does them desiring and craving all the while for immoral deeds, but, subduing his
passions and actively fighting against a longing to do those things to which his faculties, his desires,
and his psychic disposition excite him, succeeds, though with constant vexation and irritation, in
acting morally. The saintly man, however, is guided in his actions by that to which his inclination
and disposition prompt him, in consequence of which he acts morally from innate longing and
desire. Philosophers unanimously agree that the latter is superior to, and more perfect than, the
one who has to curb his passions, although they add that it is possible for such a one to equal the
saintly man in many regards. In general, however, he must necessarily be ranked lower in the scale
of virtue, because there lurks within him the desire to do evil, and, though he does not do it, yet
because his inclinations are all in that direction, it denotes the presence of an immoral psychic
disposition. Solomon, also, entertained the same idea when he said, “The soul of the wicked desires
evil” (Proverbs 21:10), and, in regard to the saintly man's rejoicing in doing good, and the discontent
experienced by him, who is not innately righteous, when required to act justly, he says, “Itis bliss to
the righteous to do justice, but torment to the evil-doer” (Proverbs 21:15). This is manifestly an
agreement between Scripture and philosophy.

When, however, we consult the Rabbis on this subject, it would seem that they consider him who
desires iniquity, and craves for it (but does not do it), more praiseworthy and perfect than the one
who feels no torment at refraining from evil; and they even go so far as to maintain that the more
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praiseworthy and perfect a man is, the greater is his desire to commit iniquity, and the more
irritation does he feel at having to desist from it. This they express by saying, “Whosoever is greater
than his neighbor has likewise greater evil inclinations.” Again, as if this were not sufficient, they
even go so far as to say that the reward of him who overcomes his evil inclination is commensurate
with the torture occasioned by his resistance, which thought they express by the words, “According
to the labor is the reward.” Furthermore, they command that man should conquer his desires, but
they forbid one to say, “I, by my nature, do not desire to commit such and such a transgression, even
though the Law does not forbid it.” Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel summed up this thought in the
words, “Man should not say, ‘1 do not want to eat meat together with milk; | do not want to wear
clothes made of a mixture of wool and linen; I do not want to enter into an incestuous marriage,’ but
he should say, ‘l do indeed want to, yet | must not, for my father in Heaven has forbidden it.”

At first blush, by a superficial comparison of the sayings of the philosophers and the Rabbis, one
might be inclined to say that they contradict one another. Such, however, is not the case. Both are
correct and, moreover, are not in disagreement in the least, as the evils which the philosophers term
such and of which they say that he who has no longing for them is more to be praised than he who
desires them but conquers his passion are things which all people commonly agree are evils, such as
the shedding of blood, theft, robbery, fraud, injury to one who has done no harm, ingratitude,
contempt for parents, and the like. The prescriptions against these are called commandments,
about which the Rabbis said, “If they had not already been written in the Law, it would be proper to
add them.” Some of our later sages, who were infected with the unsound principles of the
Mutakallimun, called these rational laws. There is no doubt that a soul which has the desire for, and
lusts after, the above-mentioned misdeeds, is imperfect, that a noble soul has absolutely no desire
for any such crimes, and experiences no struggle in refraining from them. When, however, the
Rabbis maintain that he who overcomes his desire has more merit and a greater reward (than he
who has no temptation), they say so only in reference to laws that are ceremonial prohibitions. This
is quite true, since, were it not for the Law, they would not at all be considered transgressions.
Therefore, the Rabbis say that man should permit his soul to entertain the natural inclination for
these things, but that the Law alone should restrain him from them. Ponder over the wisdom of
these men of blessed memory manifest in the examples they adduce. They do not declare, “Man
should not say, ‘I have no desire to kill, to steal and to lie, but | have a desire for these things, yet
what can | do, since my Father in heaven forbids it!’” The instances they cite are all from the
ceremonial law, such as partaking of meat and milk together, wearing clothes made of wool and
linen, and entering into consanguinuous marriages. These, and similar enactments are what God
called “my statutes,” which, as the Rabbis say are “statutes which | (God) have enacted for thee,
which you have no right to subject to criticism, which the nations of the world attack and which
Satan denounces, as for instance, the statutes concerning the red heifer, the scapegoat, and so
forth.” Those transgressions, however, which the later sages called rational laws are termed
commandments, as the Rabbis explained.

It is now evident from all that we have said, what the transgressions are for which, if a man have no
desire at all, he is on a higher plane than he who has a longing, but controls his passion for them;
and it is also evident what the transgressions are of which the opposite is true. Itis an astonishing
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fact that these two classes of expressions should be shown to be compatible with one another, but
their content points to the truth of our explanation.

This ends the discussion of the subject-matter of this chapter.

Questions to Consider:
1. Whatis the problem Rambam is trying to address/solve in this essay? What, if
anything, is striking to you about the way he sets up the problem he wants to address?

2. Isthe solution Rambam offers convincing? Why or why not?
3. Notice that the cases Rambam discusses are vicious behaviors (in the sense that they

stem from vice), whereas the mitzvot that R, Weinberger and R. Rabinovich are virtuous
ones. Does that distinction make a difference?

13. Robert C. Roberts, “Will Power and the Virtues,”’ The Philosophical Review 93:2 (1984), pp.
227-247, at pp. 233-234.

In assessing the degree to which an action reflects moral credit on its agent, we often feel two
contrary tendencies. On the one side, like Kant, we are inclined to give greater credit for actions (or
character traits) which result from moral struggle. We might call this the hero assessment: just as
running a mile in under four minutes is praised not as a speedy mode of transportation, but as an
extraordinary feat for legs and lungs and spirit, so some acts are morally praised not just because
they are good, but also because they are difficult. Why do we tend to think a moral achievement
greater if more difficult? Not, | think, just because we have confused morality with athletics. One
obvious reason is that morally difficult actions display some virtues, namely the virtues of will
power. But | think a deeper basis for our feeling here is that the greater the moral obstacles (that is,
contrary inclinations) a person has overcome in doing something, the more his action seems to be
his own achievement, his own choice, and thus to reflect credit on him as an agent. It seems to show
that his action is his in a special way.

But the moment we make the hero assessment we may have some doubts and think: the very fact
that somebody has those fears and lusts and countermoral impulses which make right action
difficult for him reflects discredit on him; an action is the more praiseworthy the more it is done
purely out of moral inclinations and in the absence of contrary inclinations- that is, the more it is
done without moral struggle. This we might call the purity of heart assessment.

Here the emphasis is not on the agent as an achiever or chooser, but rather, | should almost say, as a
personal artifact. Here we assess the individual not with respect to how he brought off the act or
how he got to be the kind of person he is, but just with respect to what he is in the sense of the

Page 11 of 12

R3PS




1Ti]
HADAR

TORAH - AVODAH - HESED

configuration of his cares and uncares. The ideally moral person is one who is concerned about

important things
and relatively unconcerned about relatively unimportant things, and so he does not have to struggle

with himself to do what is right.

Questions to Consider:

1. Does Rambam prioritize the hero or the saint? Do you think he’s right in understanding
the Jewish tradition that way?

2. How do you think about the relationship between what Roberts calls “sainthood” and
what he calls “heroism”-- in your own life and in your moral thinking?
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