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אהבה ושבועה

Love and Oath

 Choosing G-d’s People

When the Nation of Israel entered the Land of Israel after 40 years of 

wandering in the desert, it faced two simultaneous war-fronts. Certainly 

its chief battle was the conquest and inheritance of the Holy Land from 

the Seven Nations. No less important, however, was the spiritual battle: 

seeking out and destroying all vestiges of idol worship, the source of all 

abominations committed by the occupiers of the Land.

Commanded to destroy the idols, the Nation of Israel is not at all like the 

other nations. It is unique in character, and unique in its destiny. !e Torah 

tells us:

־$הֶי  ־$הֶי , ְ.  ָ.חַר ה' א& ִ:י 78ַ קָד34 א2ַָה לַה' א&
דָמָה. 3ֶר 8ַל ְ@נֵי הָא= לִהְי4ת ל4 לEְ 78ְַגBָֻה מִ:ל הAִ8ַָי7 א=

For you are a holy nation unto Hashem your G-d,  

He has chosen you to be a treasured nation  

from among all the nations on the face of the earth. (D’varim 7,6)

As we read this verse, two simple questions face us: Why? What was the 

special merit of this generation that led to its choice as G-d’s special, 

treasured nation and the one to receive the Torah? And the next generation 

as well: In what special merit were the children of those who left Egypt 

chosen to enter the Land and inherit it?

By delving into these questions, we will gain great insights into G-d’s ways 

and His relationship with Israel.
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It would only be natural for the generation selected to conquer the Holy 

Land from the Seven Nations to reason as follows: “Our own good deeds, 

together with the evil of the nations currently in the Land, clearly tip the 

scales towards us. It is only logical that we should be chosen to inherit the 

Land from those others who deserved punishment.”

!is might be logical - but it is precisely what Moshe tells them not to think. 

In Parashat Ekev we read:

־4הֶי) אֹת1ָ מְִ/פָנֶי) לֵאמֹר,  ד8ֹ ה' א6 אַל ֹ<אמַר ִ>לְבָבְ) ַ>ה:
בִיאַנִי ה' לָרBֶֶת אֶת הָאָרAֶ הַ@אֹת ... ְ>צִדְקָתִי ה6

Do not say to yourself, when Hashem your G-d drives 

them out before you, “It is for my righteousness 

that Hashem has brought me to inherit this land...” (9,4)

Why not? Simply put, because you were not so righteous:

4א בְצִדְקָתְ) EבְיBֶֹר לְבָבְ) אַָ<ה בָא לָרBֶֶת אֶת אַרְצ1ָ ...

It is not because of your righteousness or integrity 

of heart that you come to inherit their land. (verse 5)

־4הֶי) ַ>Fִדְָ>ר Bֶר הִקְצַפְָ< אֶת ה' א6  זְכֹר אַל ִ<HַBְח אֵת א:
כLַ 1ֶד הFַָק1K הֶַ@ה  Bֶר יָצָאתָ מֵאֶרAֶ מִצְרַיLַ 1ִד >ֹא: לְמNִ ה1KMַ א:

יִית1Lִ 1ֶ ה'. מַמְרִי1 ה6

Remember, do not forget, how you angered Hashem your 

G-d in the desert. From the day you left Egypt, until your 

arrival in this place, you were defiant of Hashem. (verse 7)

!is is one side of the equation, but on the other hand, the evil of the 

Gentile nations overflowed to the point that there was simply no choice 

but to throw them out of the Land:

־4הֶי) מKרִי1Bָ מOִָנֶי) ... ... Hִי ְ>רLַBְִת הKPַי1ִ הָאֵֶ/ה ה' א6

It was because of the wickedness of these nations

that Hashem your G-d enables you to inherit them...

In short: !e Canaanite/Emorite nations deserved to be thrown out, as 

the Land could no longer bear them and their sins – but Israel did not 

necessarily deserve to take their place. Why then was Israel, of all nations, 

chosen to inherit them? !e verse continues:

קב. :LַלְיE בֹתֶי) לְאַבְרָה1ָ לְיִצְחָק Bֶר נBְִַ>ע ה' לַא: EלְמNLַַ הָקִי1 אֶת הRַָבָר א:

in order to establish that which G-d vowed to your forefathers,  

to Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov. (verse 5)
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 e answer is clear: When the Children of Israel do not have their own 

merits, G-d’s promise to their forefathers kicks in.  e Divine oath alone, 

even without Israel’s merits, can tip the scales in favor of the Jewish Nation. 

But why did Hashem choose specifically this generation of Jews to fulfill His 

oath?  e answer is found in Parashat Va’etchanan, where Moshe tells Israel:

בֹתֵיכֶ!  0ֶר נ0ְִַ.ע לַא( בַת ה' אֶתְכֶ! ;מ8ִָמְר9 אֶת ה8ְַב6ָֻה א(  ִ=י מֵאַה(
זָקָה ... ה9צִיא ה' אֶתְכֶ! ְ.יָד ח(

For because of G-d’s love for you, and because 

of His fulfillment of the oath he swore to your forefathers, 

He removed you [from Egypt] with a mighty hand... (7,8)

 is generation is particularly beloved.  us, we see on the one hand G-d’s 

love for the generation and His oath to our forefathers, and on the other 

hand, the evil of the Gentiles – the combination that paves the way for 

Israel to inherit Eretz Yisrael. 

But we must still explain: Why is G-d’s oath alone, without His love, not 

sufficient?

 G-d’s Commitment

 is question leads us to the beginning of Parashat Ekev, where Moshe 

emphasizes that even with both G-d’s love and His oath, Israel’s successful 

conquest of the Land is still not guaranteed.  e opening verses in Ekev 

appear to imply that everything is dependent upon our fulfillment of His 

commandments!

Eִיתֶ! אֹתָ!,  וְהָיָה 6ֵקֶב 0ְGִמְע;L אֵת הJָ0ְKִַטִי! הָאHֵֶה, ;0ְמַרGְֶ! ו6ַ(
 ...Mְהֵב בֹתֶיM. וַא( 0ֶר נ0ְִַ.ע לַא( ־OהֶיM לMְ אֶת הְַ.רִית וְאֶת הַחNֶֶד א( Qו0ְָמַר ה' א

If you abide by these laws and preserve and fulfill them,  

Hashem your G-d will preserve the covenant and the kindness He 

vowed to your forefathers. And He will love you... (D’varim 7,12-13)

If we keep the laws, we will be blessed – but what if not?  e next chapter 

tells us, most starkly:

 .L;אבֵדGֹ אָבֹד ... MהֶיO־ Q0ְַ=ח אֶת ה' אGִ ַוְהָיָה אִ! 0ָכֹח 
־Oהֵיכֶ!.  Qק9ל ה' א.ְ L;א ת0ְִמְעO 6ֵקֶב L;אבֵדGֹ L=ֵ ,!ֶנֵיכJְִבִיד מ 0ֶר ה' מַא( ַ=9Rיִ! א(

And if you forget Hashem your G-d... you will be destroyed. 

Just like the nations that G-d destroys before you, 

you will be lost, if you do not hearken to 

the voice of Hashem your G-d. (8,19-20) 
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Does this not contradict what we learned above in Va’etchanan, that even 

when we are not worthy, the fulfillment of the Divine vow takes precedence? 

To help us navigate this maze, let us consult the classic commentator 

Rashbam (R. Shmuel ben R. Meir, grandson of Rashi) and his explanation 

of the following verse from the end of Va’etchanan:

מָ!  ־/הִי, הָאֵל הֶַ'א$ ־/הֶי2 ה1א הָא$  ...ה' א$
בָיו 1לְ<ֹמְרֵי מִצְותָֹיו לְאֶל8ֶ 67ר. <ֹמֵר הDְַרִית וְהַחBֶֶד לְאֹה@

... Hashem your G-d is the Lord, the loyal G-d,

Who preserves the covenant and kindness for 1,000 

generations, for those who love Him 

and observe His commandments. 

(D’varim 7,9)

Rashbam explains that this verse tells us how the requirement that we 

observe the Torah squares with G-d’s oath to give us the Land in any event: 

“Hashem preserves the covenant – meaning He will keep it in waiting for 

the generation that observes the Torah.”

!at is, the verse does not mean that G-d will keep the covenant for the 

benefit of the next 1,000 generations. Rather, the activation of this eternal 

covenant is dependent on a generation that keeps the mitzvot; until then it 

is on hold. And how long will Hashem wait? Even up to 1,000 generations, 

if necessary! 

We now understand the continuation of the passage, the above-quoted 

opening of Parashat Ekev: 

Eִיתֶ, אֹתָ, @Fַו ,Gְֶה 1ְ<מַרHֵֶטִי, הָאJָ>ְKִַמְע1! אֵת ה>ְGִ קֶבFֵ וְהָיָה 
בֹתֶי2: ֶ<ר נְִ<Dַע לַא@ ־/הֶי2 ל2ְ אֶת הDְַרִית וְאֶת הַחBֶֶד א@ וְָ<מַר ה' א$

And if you hearken to these laws and observe them,  

Hashem your G-d will keep the covenant for you... 

that He vowed to your forefathers. 

(verse 12)

!at is, if your generation hearkens to the laws, Hashem will apply to 

it the Covenant He made with our forefathers. Based on the Rashbam’s 

commentary – that G-d’s oath is held in abeyance until activated by a 

righteous generation – we can now proceed to explain where G-d’s love for 

us fits into the picture.
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 G-d’s Love for Israel

We read at the end of Parashat Ekev how Moshe Rabbeinu turns to the 

Children of Israel, in his final speech of love-filled rebuke before he dies, 

and says:

יִיתֶ! ִ+! ה' מִ/.! ַ-ְ+ִ*י אֶתְכֶ!. מַמְרִי! ה3

You have been rebellious towards G-d ever since 

the day I have known you. (9,24)

Moshe is actually asking: “Since your deeds clearly do not render you 

deserving, and since the covenant between G-d and the Patriarchs can 

therefore not be activated, how did you deserve to be rescued from Egypt 

and receive the Torah? And in what merit do you expect your children to  

enter the Promised Land?”

Moshe himself provides the answer, elsewhere in his speech: “Because of 

G-d’s love for you” (D’varim 7,8). !is unconditional love for Israel, Moshe 

explains, transcends the lack of mitzvah observance necessary for the 

fulfillment of the oath G-d made to their forefathers. !is answers our 

question regarding why Divine love was needed in addition to the oath.

In sum: G-d’s vow to the Patriarchs means that only their children, the 

Children of Israel, can receive Eretz Yisrael; no other nation, no matter 

how righteous, can ever inherit the Land. However, the specific generation 

of Israel that will receive it is dependent on either its deeds, or Divine love 

that transcends the deeds.

 !e !ree Promises

Let us look again at this Divine oath, given to Avraham Avinu when Hashem 

charged him regarding Brit Milah (ritual circumcision). G-d made three 

clear promises, comprising three elements: 

רֶי5. 5 אַח6  וְהִפְרֵתִי אֹת5ְ ִ@מְאֹד מְאֹד... לִהְי.ת ל5ְ לֵא־;הִי! :לְזַרְ+6
חEַֻת ע.לָ!... רֶי5 אֵת אֶרJֶ מְגֻרֶי5 אֵת Iָל אֶרIְ Jֶנַַ+G לַא6 5 אַח6 וְנָתִַ*י ל5ְ :לְזַרְ+6

1. I will multiply you very greatly ...

2. to be G-d for you and for your descendants.

3. And I will give to you and your descendants 

the land of your dwelling, the entire Land of Canaan, 

for an eternal inheritance... (B’reshit 17,6-8)
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�e three promises are: A great population increase; descendants who 

will be crowned as the Nation of G-d; and the Land of Israel for future 

generations. �ese three same elements guide Moshe Rabbeinu, as 

well, in his parting speech to Israel, in the above verses from the end of 

Va’etchanan. 

At this point in time, the first promise has already occurred, in Egypt. Israel 

has reached the tremendous number of 600,000 adult men, and they have 

become a nation. However, they are not yet a Nation of G-d, the second 

element of the Divine pledges. To reach this status, Israel must merit the 

Exodus from Egypt and the giving of the Torah. 

Moshe’s above question to Israel is: “You are most certainly G-d’s Nation; 

He said as much when He sent me to tell Pharaoh, ‘Send out My Nation 

so that they will serve Me’ (Sh’mot 7,26). But how did this actually happen, 

considering your rebellious behavior? You attained the status of ‘nation’ – 

but why is this generation, of all generations, the one to merit a miraculous 

Exodus from Egypt, the receiving of the Torah, and the exalted status of 

G-d’s Nation?” 

Moshe further asks: “You were all under 20 years of age when you left 

Egypt; everyone older has died. How have you merited to be the generation 

to inherit Eretz Yisrael?”

Moshe answers his own questions, as we saw:

יכֶ" ... בתֵׁ 1ֶר נ1ְִַ/ע לַא* בַת ה' אֶתְכֶ" >מ9ִָמְר: אֶת ה9ְַב7ָֻה א* ִ<י מֵאַה*

Because of G-d’s love for you, 

and His upholding of the oath He gave your fathers... (D’varim 7,8)

�e reason G-d chose this generation is because of the convergence of two 

factors: G-d’s love, independent of any external considerations, and the oath 

to Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov. With this combination, this generation 

of Israel receives all of the following: �e Exodus from Egypt amid great 

miracles and signs; being crowned G-d’s nation by receiving the Torah; and 

the privilege of fighting for and inheriting the Land of Israel. 

But since one of these two factors - G-d’s love - is dependent exclusively 

on G-d Himself, who can guarantee that it will continue to obtain in future 

generations as well? “It is impossible to know for how long G-d’s love for 

you will last,” Moshe is saying, “if there are no good deeds to support it and 

back it up. Only He will determine this.”
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Let us sharpen this point. Obviously, G-d is committed to His oath to the 

Patriarchs; no other nation will ever be “G-d’s People” or receive Eretz 

Yisrael. However, He never specified a particular generation in which He 

would fulfill it. Only a generation of people who are “lovers of G-d and 

guardians of His commandments” (D’varim 7,9) will merit the fulfillment of 

the oath. But it could also be that Hashem will love a particular generation, 

without us even knowing why and without need for proof of piety or good 

deeds. !is unexplained love for the Jewish People could activate the 

covenantal oath on its own.

In fact, this is what happened to the generation of Moshe Rabbeinu. It was 

privileged to enjoy great population growth, be rescued from Egypt, receive 

the Torah, and be called “G-d’s Nation” – as per the first two parts of the 

Divine promise to Avraham Avinu. Similarly, regarding the third part, the 

promise to inherit Eretz Yisrael – the youth of that generation, those who 

were under 20 years old during the Exodus, merited it. Here, too, G-d’s love 

was that which activated the oath. However, it could be that in the future,  

G-d’s love will remain hidden and not openly manifest.

Divine love, then, is not guaranteed; only the merit of keeping the Torah is 

an eternal guarantee that G-d will activate His promise to our Patriarchs. 

As we saw above in the beginning of Ekev: “And if you hearken to these laws 

and observe them, then Hashem your G-d will keep for you the covenant... 

that He vowed to your forefathers.” (verse 12)

 Israel’s Love for G-d

G-d’s love for Israel will help us understand one of our most cardinal 

mitzvot, and possibly the most difficult of them all: !e commandment to 

love Hashem. It appears in Parashat Va’etchanan, and we recite it in Kriat 

Shma twice a day:

־5הֶי! 2ְכָל לְבָבְ! -בְכָל נַפְְ.! -בְכָל מְאֹדֶ!. וְאָהַבְָ; אֵת ה' א7

You shall love Hashem your G-d with all your heart, 

all your soul, and all your essence. (D’varim 6,5)

How can the Torah command us to feel an emotion such as love? Is there a 

key by which we can hope to fulfill this commandment? Let us look at the 

verse before it - the verse of Shma Yisrael:

־5הֵינ- ה' אֶחָד. ְ.מַע יְִ?רָאֵל ה' א7

Hear O Israel, Hashem is our G-d, Hashem is One. (verse 5)
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�is fundamental verse means as follows: 

“Understand, Israel! Hashem, the Creator and ruler of the entire world, He 

is our G-d. He declares that we are His special nation and that He is our 

G-d. In what merit? Because of His love for us, and His selection of us from 

among all the nations to be His nation. And just as He is One and nothing 

is second to Him, we are similarly His special and singular people.”

Given Hashem’s love for us, how can we not love Him in return? After all: 

ַ+1ַיִ! הַָ/נִי! לַָ/נִי! ֵ+* לֵב הָאָדָ! לָאָדָ!.

As in water, face answers face [the face you show it is reflected back],  

so too is the heart of a person to another. (Proverbs 27,19)

It is only human to reflect and return the emotion that is showed to us. 

�is is why the command to love G-d follows Shma in the very next verse: 

...You shall love G-d - ואהבת

And since He is the One and Only G-d, and since His love is directed 

singularly towards us, we will also concentrate and direct all our love 

towards Him. As the verse states, we must love G-d %בכל לבב, with all our 

heart and emotions, and %בכל נפש, with all our soul, i.e., rational will, and 

.with all of our physical property ,בכל מאד%

How can we manifest and prove this love? By loving His commandments, 

binding them on our arms, engraving them in our minds, and posting them 

on our doorposts: 

;קְַ@רְָ<! לְא=ת 4ַל יָד2ֶ וְהָי; לְטֹטָפֹת 5ֵי* 4ֵינֶי2.

Tie them [words of Torah] as a sign on your hand, 

and as totafot between your eyes.

;כְתַבְָ<! 4ַל מְזֻז=ת 5ֵית2ֶ ;בְִ@4ָרֶי2.

You shall write them on the doorposts 

of your home and gates. (verses 8-9)

It was with this in mind that our Sages formulated the blessing that we 

recite just prior to the morning Kriat Shma. �e blessing begins with the 

words אהבת עול2 (אהבה רבה) אהבתנו, meaning “You have eternal/great love 

for us,” and then continues with the words “Hashem our G-d” – as if to 

explain that the reason “You love us eternally” is because “You are our G-d,” 

as we have shown.
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 e passage ends with this blessing: “Barukh, You are the source of blessing... 

Who chooses His nation with love” – and therefore, we return our love to 

Him in the very next sentences: “Shma Yisrael, Hear O Israel ... And you 

shall love Hashem your G-d.”

 e blessing before the evening Kriat Shma is similar. We say: “Your love 

for us will not depart from us forever.3 You are the source of blessing, Who 

loves His nation Israel.” And as a result, we also return love for Him: “Hear 

O Israel... love Hashem your G-d.”

 �e Blessing of Avot

With what we have learned so far, we can proceed to explain the first 

blessing in our Amidah (Sh’moneh Esreh) prayer: the Blessing of the 

Patriarchs, known as Birkat Avot. Unlike other blessings, one who recites 

it without proper concentration should, ideally, repeat it, even if he has 

completed the entire Amidah.

It begins with the standard format: “Barukh – You are the source of blessing, 

Hashem our G-d...” We thank and praise Him for having chosen us to be His 

nation and being our G-d.  e blessing then continues with the mention of 

His relationship to the  ree Patriarchs: 

1.  e G-d of Avraham, as Hashem said to him: “I am E-l Sha-dai, walk 

before Me and be complete” (B’reshit 17,1)

2.  e G-d of Yitzchak, as Hashem instructed him: “Live in this land, 

and I will be with you and I will bless you” (26,3)

3.  e G-d of Yaakov, as Hashem told him: “I am E-l Sha-dai; be fruitful 

and multiply” (35,11)

 ese are the same three elements mentioned above, in a different order:

Population increase (G-d of Yaakov)

G-d’s Nation (G-d of Avraham)

Inheriting the Land of Israel (G-d of Yitzchak)

Birkat Avot continues by indicating the conditions for Redemption: “He 

brings a Redeemer to their children’s children, on behalf of His Name, with 

love” – i.e., on behalf of G-d’s oath in His Name, and out of G-d’s love 

for that generation.  e source for the exact wording is found in Moshe’s 

words to Israel: 

3.  e Ashkenazi version reads, "Do not remove Your love for us forever." 
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בֹתֵיכֶ" ... 1ֶר נ1ְִַ/ע לַא* בַת ה' אֶתְכֶ" >מ9ִָמְר: אֶת ה9ְַב7ָֻה א* ִ<י מֵאַה*

 For [it is] from G-d’s love for you and His upholding 

of the oath that He swore to your fathers ... (D’varim 7,8)

And so, the essence of the Blessing of the Patriarchs in our prayers is the 

essence of this very lesson; thrice a day we repeat the very fundamentals of 

our existence and future.

  


