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Is Judaism All About Love?
By Rabbi Abe Rabinovich, Ph.D.

My dear friends,

In Parashat Kedoshim, we encounter one of the most famous and sweeping
commandments in the Torah: “Ve’ahavta I’rei’acha kamocha” — “Love your fellow as
yourself” (Leviticus 19:18). It is here that Rabbi Akiva famously declares: “This is a
great principle of the Torah” (Sifra, Kedoshim 4:12). As the 1967 Beatles song goes “All
You Need Is Love.”

At first glance, that sounds like a bold reduction. Is all of Judaism really about love?
What about law, discipline, justice, boundaries, and truth?

Rabbi Shai Held, founder and dean of the Hadar Institute, in his latest book Judaism Is
About Love, argues that love is not just one value among many —it is the animating force
of Jewish life. Judaism, he suggests, is a religion that demands not only obedience, but

deep care: love of God, love of neighbor, and love of the stranger.

And yet, if we are honest, that claim is both inspiring—and challenging.
Because love, if misunderstood, can become something else entirely.

So is Judaism all about love? The answer is yes—and no.

Love is the heart of Torah, but it is not the whole body. And if we misunderstand love, we
can distort the very essence Rabbi Akiva sought to teach.

Rabbi Akiva did not say that love replaces everything else. He said it is a klal gadol—a
great organizing principle. Love is the lens through which mitzvot gain meaning. Without

it, observance can become mechanical or even harsh.

But the Torah does not command only love. In the same parashah (ibid., 19:17), we are
told to rebuke others (“hocheach tochiach”), to pursue justice, and to maintain moral

boundaries. Love must coexist with restraint, wisdom, and responsibility.



Because love, unchecked, can become dangerous.
We tend to think of hatred as destructive —but excessive love can also cause harm.
Love that is too intense may:

*  Opverride another person’s autonomy

* Lead us to impose what we think is good for them

*  Blur the boundaries between care and control
A parent who loves a child too forcefully may suffocate them. A friend who “cares too
much” may refuse to hear disagreement. Even in spiritual life, passion without discipline

can lead to fanaticism.
The Torah’s vision is not less love —but refined love.

This idea becomes painfully real during Sefirat HaOmer. The Talmud (Yevamot 62b) tells
us that thousands of Rabbi Akiva’s students died because shelo nahagu kavod zeh lazeh
—they did not treat one another with proper respect.

This is shocking. These were not ordinary people —they were disciples of the very sage
who taught that love is everything. How could they fail in precisely that area?

The Lubavitcher Rebbe offers a profound insight: their failure was not a lack of love—
but a misapplication of it.

Each student loved Torah truth so deeply, and believed so strongly in their own
understanding, that they could not tolerate opposing views. Their love for truth—and
even for each other—became rigid. Instead of making space for difference, they tried to

“correct” one another.

In other words, their love became forceful.

Love alone is not enough. It must be balanced with kavod —respect.
Respect means:

e  Recognizing the other as truly “other”
* Allowing space for disagreement



*  Accepting that love does not mean control
Rabbi Akiva taught love as the foundation—but his students had to learn that love

without humility can fracture a community.

The tragic story of Rabbi Akiva’s students reminds us that the missing ingredient in love

is respect.
We are living through a moment that forces us to confront this.

A recent incident in southern Lebanon involved an IDF soldier desecrating a statue of
Jesus—an act that was widely condemned, even by Israeli leadership, as a violation of
Jewish values and respect for other faiths. We also witness settlers aggressively harming
and harassing Arabs in efforts to evict them from their homes.

Let’s be very clear:

That behavior is not Judaism.

It is not Torah.

And it is certainly not “love your neighbor.”

Judaism does not demand that we agree with other religions—but it absolutely demands
that we treat their symbols, their believers, and their dignity with respect.

To desecrate what others hold sacred is not strength. It is a failure of both love and

respect.
And that is the hidden danger in the phrase “love your neighbor as yourself.”
If I love you as myself, I might assume:

*  What I believe is what you should believe
e What I value is what you should value
*  What I see as truth must be imposed

But real love does something greater.

It says:
I care about you without needing to control you.

I honor you even when you are different from me.



Because love needs its boundaries.
So is Judaism all about love?
Yes—if by love we mean:

* A commitment to the dignity of others
e A willingness to give without overpowering
* A balance between closeness and space

But no—if love becomes an excuse to override boundaries or impose our will.

The Torah’s vision is deeper:
Love your neighbor—but let them remain your neighbor, not your extension.

During this time of Sefirat HaOmer, we are not just mourning a tragedy —we are refining

our character.

Rabbi Akiva gave us the foundation: love.
His students taught us its structure: respect.

Together, they form a complete Torah.

The Zohar teaches that love and respect are like the wings of a bird. Just as a bird cannot
fly with only one wing, so too we cannot flourish without balancing our love with respect.

Because true love is not measured by its intensity —but by its ability to make room for
another soul. And when love loses respect, it stops being love.

Only when love is refined—when it honors the dignity of every human being—does it
become the essence of Torah.

May we learn to love with wisdom, to respect with humility, and to do both fully. Amen.



