


Do Mitzvot Require the Right Intentions?

There are alot of nice people out there.
People who were either born with a
pleasant disposition or have developed
noble and refined character traits
throughout the course of their lives.
They are guided by a natural sense of
goodness and fairness which governs
their actions and decisions. They do not
steal, cheat, lie or intentionally cause
pain to others. They might also give
charity, visit the sick and tend to the
elderly. Sounds great.

For such individuals, what do the
myriad of mitzvot, which pertain to
one’s relationship with one’s fellow
man, have to offer? Granted, there is
a very clear difference with regards to
obligation and commitment. Namely,
such an individual in the pre-Sinai era
could chose to act in this benevolent
manner whereas post-Sinai, it became
mandatory. However, what practical
difference exists?

It is well known that the Jewish nation
received 613 mitzvot at Sinai. 248 positive
and 365 negative. All of the mitzvot are
rooted in the 10 commandments. The
Commentaries tell us that in fact, all of
the positive mitzvot are rooted in the
first of the Commandments ‘Anochi
Hashem Elokecha - | am Hashem, your
G-d’ and, so too, all of the negative
mitzvot are rooted in the second
Commandment ‘Lo yi’yeh lecha elohim
acherim - Do not take any other gods.’

The function of mitzvot is twofold:
To create and internalise spiritual
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perfection within ourselves and to
distance spiritual negativity which
would otherwise offset or corrupt that
which was achieved through these
positive mitzvot.

The big question which the medieval
commentaries, philosophers and
subsequent kabbalists discuss is, does
one need to have specific intention
when doing/not doing these actions
or is it sufficient to naturally gravitate
to these virtuous deeds and naturally
avoid these unpleasant actions?

Withregardsto positivecommandments
such as laying Tefillin, reciting the
Shema, or eating Matzah on Pesach,
there is a discussion in the Gemara
as to whether or not having specific
intention to fulfil the mitzvah is a vital
prerequisite in fulfilling the mitzvah and
discharging one’s obligation or not.
The halacha rules in accordance with
the opinion that specific intention is
obligatory.

What about negative commandments?
When one refrains from stealing, lying,
eating non-kosher food etc, is there the
same dispute or is one’s intent more or
less important?

Rabbi Shlomo Elyashiv, one of the
greatest kabbalistsinthelastahundred
andfifty yearswritesthat one’sintention
inapproaching negativecommandments
is absolutely essential. He proves from
several Midrashim and early texts that
even according to the opinion that

positive commandments do not need
intent, negative commandments must
be done for the right reason. In other
words, one’s natural inclination to avoid
doing bad or societal norms which have
trained an individual to refrain from
negative, inappropriate behaviour are
not considered halachically as if one
has fulfilled these mitzvot. One of his
proofs is based on the Sifra (halachic
Midrash) in parshat Kedoshim. ‘One
should not say, | couldn’t possibly eat
pork or engage in immorality, rather
one should say, | most certainly could
enjoy non-kosher food or act in an
immoral manner, but | am not permitted
to do so as my Father in Heaven has

fulfilment of the 248 positive mitzvot.
Here too, there must be a consciousness
in one’s actions. Whereas for the
negative commandments, the focus
is on conquering desires by remaining
passive and thus connecting with
Hashem, with the positive mitzvot the
focusis ondistancing from the negative
by embracing positive action. The merit
for a positive mitzvah is related to the
extent that one must overcome one’s
innate inertia to avoid the challenge
and effort needed. Commensurate
with the difficulty is the reward. It is
only because of the struggle against
one’s inclination, one’s darker side,
that the mitzvah is noteworthy and not

is it sufficient to naturally gravitate to these virtuous
deeds and naturally avoid these unpleasant actions?

commanded me to the contrary.’ That
recognition, that awareness, that my
natural desire is held in abeyance solely
due to the commandment is essential.
Furthermore, says Rav Elyashiv, logic
dictates that specificintentis necessary
in keeping negative commandments
as when one ‘fulfils’ a negative
commandment, i.e. they refrain from
stealing, there is no actual action which
is done. The mitzvah is achieved in a
passive manner. Therefore, the only
way to transform this into a mitzvah,
into something divine, is if the person
reflects and ponders on why they are
refraining from stealing. By doing so,
they connect with their Creator and
have transformed a natural desire into
a positive, creative recognition of the
Almighty’s will manifest in the world.

The truth is, Rav Elyashiv explains, a
similar concept applies to the optimum

justavery fortunate manifestation of a
refined character.

It is for this reason that the Sages tell
us that these first two commandments,
‘Anochi Hashem Elokecha’ and ‘Lo yihye
lecha elohim acherim’ were uttered
by Hashem at exactly the same time!
Although difficult to comprehend, the
idea is that one must be struggling
against all negativity when engaging
in the positive and be cognisant of
remaining connected spiritually when
avoiding the negative.

This is the challenge of the 613 mitzvot.
The word, ‘mitzvah’ has the same root
as the concept of connection and
attachment. Although nice people are
wonderfulandtheiractions encouraged,
receiving the Torah and fulfilling the
mitzvot does not merely entail being
nice, friendly and positive. Itis all about
being connected.



