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How to be a Friend in Judaism
Tikkun Leil Shavuot 5783 | Newton, MA

Are there examples of “friends” in the Tanakh?

Job 2:11-13
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"When Job’s three friends heard about all these
calamities that had befallen him, each came from
his home—Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the
Shuhite, and Zophar the Naamathite. They met
together to go and console and comfort him.

“When they saw him from a distance, they could
not recognize him, and they broke into loud
weeping; each one tore his robe and threw dust into

the air onto his head. " They sat with him on the
ground for seven days and seven nights. None
spoke a word to him for they saw how very great
was his suffering.

Did the Rabbis have “friends™

Talmud, Ta’anit 23a
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[The culmination of the story of Honi Ha-Ma’agel, who slept for 70 years and then returned to his
community...]

...Honi went home and asked, “Is the son of the Honi Ha-Ma’agel alive?” They told him, “His son is not, but his
grandson is.” He said to them, “T'am Honi Ha-Ma’agel!”, but they did not believe him.

He went to the Beit Midrash, where he heard the Rabbis saying, “...His halakhot are as enlightening as they were
in the days of Honi Ha-Ma’agel! When he would enter the Beit Midrash, he would resolve every conceptual
difficulty that the Rabbis had!” He said to them, “I am him.” But they didn’t believe him and they did not pay

him proper respect.

Honi got upset, prayed to G-d for mercy, and died. Rava said: This is what people say— “Either companionship

')J

or death [0 chevruta o mituta)
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Pirkei Avot 1:6
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Yehoshua ben Perahiah used to say: Appoint for yourself a teacher, acquire for yourself a friend, and
judge every human being with the scale of merit [in their favor].

Maimoni mmentary on Pirkei Avot 1;
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“Acquire for yourself a friend.” This was said using the vocabulary of acquisition—note that
he did not say “Make for yourself a friend” or “Befriend others.” The intention is that people
must actually zcguire for themselves a friend, so that all of one’s deeds and manners may be
refined through that friend, as it is said (in the Talmud, above) “Either companionship or
death!”

And if you don’t find a friend, you must strive for it with all your heart, even if it means leading
the other person along until they reciprocate the friendship. At that point, you must never stop
from following that friend’s will, until the friendship is solidified. As the masters of ethics
(baalei ha-musar] say, “When you love, don’t love according to your own traits, but rather
according to the traits of your friend.” And when each friend has the intention to fulfill the will
of the other, the intention of both of them, without a doubt, will be one. How good is that
statement of Aristotle, “One love, you and the other”!

There are three types of friends: a friend for one’s benefit [ohev rolet], a friend for one’s
enjoyment [obev m nucha], and a friend for one’s ultimate virtue [obev maalab].

A “friend for one’s benefit” is like the friendship of two business associates, or of a king and his

retinue.
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A “friend for one’s enjoyment” is of two types: (a) a “friend for pleasure” [obev ha-naah) and
(b) a “friend for confidence” [obev bitachon]. The “friend for pleasure” is like the friendship

between men and women and so forth, whereas the “friend for confidence” is a person to whom
2l

you can confide your soul. You don’t keep anything from that person, neither in deed nor in
speech. And you will make that friend know of all your affairs—the good ones and even the
disgraceful ones—without fearing that you will experience any loss because of this, either
through the friend or through another person. When a person has such a level of confidence in
another, you will find great enjoyment in the other’s words and in their friendship.

A “friend for one’s ultimate virtue” is when the desire of both of them and their intention is for

one thing alone: and that is the good. Each one wants to be helped by the other in reaching this
good for both of them together. And this is the friend which the Mishnah commands us to
acquire, and it is like the love of a teacher for a student and of a student for the teacher.

Rabbi Meir and Elisha ben Avuyab [a/k/a “Acher,” “The Other One”]
Talm hagigah 15a-
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[After Elisha ben Avuyah left Judaism, he and Rabbi Meir continued their relationship. In a lengthy passage
from which this is excerpted, Elisha asks Rabbi Meir to interpret a series of Bible verses. ]

After he had left [Judaism] for a wicked civilization, Acher asked Rabbi Meir, “What is the meaning of the verse,
Gold or glass cannot match its value, nor vessels of fine gold be exchanged for it (Job 28:17)?” Rabbi Meir replied,
“This refers to words of Torah, which are as hard to acquire as gilded vessels and vessels of gold, but are as easy to
lose as glass vessels.”

Acher said to him, “Your teacher Rabbi Akiva did not respond this way! Rather, he said: Just as vessels of gold
and vessels of glass can be repaired even after they have broken, so, too, can a Torah student, even though he has
sinned, find a way to be repaired.”

'”

Rabbi Meir said to him, “Then you, too, return

Acher answered, “I have already heard from behind the Curtain: ‘Return, rebellious children (Jeremiah
3:22)—All of you, that is, except for Acher!””
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Our Rabbis taught: There was an incident involving Acher, who was riding a horse on Shabbat, and Rabbi
Meir was following after him in order to learn Torah from him. Acher said to him, “Meir, turn back, for I have
been counting the steps of my horse and the Shabbat boundary ends here.”

'”

Rabbi Meir said to him, “You, too, turn back

He replied, “Haven’t I already told you that I have heard from behind the Curtain [ha-pargod], Return,
rebellious children (Jer. 3:22)—All of you, that is, except for Acher!””

But Rabbi Meir grabbed him and brought him to the Beit Midrash...

Midrash, Kohelet Rabbah 7:8
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Elisha ben Avuyah became ill, and they told Rabbi Meir, “Elisha is sick.” Rabbi Meir went to visit him, and said
to him, “Turn back.” Elisha said, “Having gone this far, would I even be accepted?” Rabbi Meir replied, “Is it
not written, You return human beings to dust (Psalm 90:3)? That is to say, up to the time that life is crushed
out?”

At that, Elisha ben Avuyah wept—and died.

Rabbi Meir rejoiced, saying, “My Rabbi seems to have been in the midst of doing Teshuvah at the moment he

departed!”

But when they buried him, a fire came and scorched his grave. They went and told Rabbi Meir, “The grave of
your master is on fire!”

He went out, spread his Tallit over it, and said to them, “Stay for the night (Ruth 2:13)—that is, in This World
which is all night. Then, in the morning, if he will act as a redeemer, good: Let him redeem (Ibid.)—that is, “in the
morning,” in the World That Is All Good; and “he will act as a redeemer”—this is the Holy and Blessed One.
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In Halakha
hulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 225:1 Yosef Karo, Tzefat, 16th
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[Laws Regarding the “Shehecheyanu” blessing.] One who sees a friend for the first time after 30 days should say
“Shehecheyanu,” and after 12 months should say the blessing “m thayeh metim” /“Who gives life to the dead.”

This applies [only] to people who are very beloved and whom we are exceedingly happy to see.

Commentary of the Mishnah Berurah (R. Yisrael Meir Kagan, Poland, 1838-1933)
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A friend. There is no difference in this regard for a man or a woman. That is: A
man says these blessings upon seeing his wife, his mother, his daughter, or his sister when he is
delighted to see them.

The Poskim add that if one sees a Torah sage, one should add the blessing Asher Chalak (“Who
has given some Divine wisdom to human beings”) and also “Shehecheyanu” if 30 days have
elapsed without seeing that person.
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A Kabblistic Manifesto of Friendship

Manifesto of the Beit El Kabbalistic Community, Jerusalem, 1754 trans. Lawrence Fine'

....We, the undersigned, twelve of us, corresponding to the number of the tribes of Judah, agree to love one
another with great love of soul and body, all for the purpose of giving satisfaction to our Creator through our
single-minded association, although we are separated. Each man’s soul will be bound to that of his associate so
that the twelve of us will be as one man greatly to be admired. Each one of us will think of his associate as if the
latter were part of his very limbs, with all his soul and all his might, so that if, G-d forbid, any one of us will suffer
tribulation, all of us together and each one of us separately will help him in every possible way. The main
principle is that each of us will rebuke his associate when, G-d forbid he hears of any sin the latter has
committed. This embraces the obligation of the undersigned to bind ourselves together in the mighty bond of
love. We take it upon ourselves from now onward, even after we have departed this life and gone to the world to
come, that each one of us will endeavor, both in this world and the next, to save, perfect, and elevate the soul of
each one of our circle to the best of his ability, and with every kind of effort to do everything possible for the
others’ eternal bliss.

To sum up, from now and forever after we are met together, we are associates, we are joined, we are bound to the
others as if we were one man, we are companions in all matters of every kind. Each of us resolves to help,
encourage, and give support to his associate, helping him to repent, rebuking him and participating in his
tribulations, whether in this world or in the next, and all in the ways of faithfulness and ever more so.

We further take upon ourselves the obligation to follow every enactment, rule, or good custom agreed upon by
the majority of our circle, both as a group and as individuals, unless we are prevented by forces beyond our
control.

We take upon ourselves the obligation never to praise one another, even if it is clear to everyone that one
associate is superior to another both in age and in wisdom. None of us will rise fully to his feet before any other
associate, but we shall merely rise a little as a token of respect and we shall not say much about it. We shall
conduct ourselves as if we were one man, no part of whom is superior to any other part. Though we have eyes of
flesh, our heart knows our own worth and the worth of our associates, and there is no need to give expression to
it in words.

We further take upon ourselves the obligation never to reveal to any creature that we have resolved to do these

things.

We further take upon ourselves never to be annoyed with one another in any way, whether because of his rebuke
to us or because of anything else, and if one of us offends his associate the latter will forgive him at once with all
his heart and with all his soul.

" In Lawrence Fine, Judaism in Practice: From the Middle Ages through the Early Modern Period (Princeton University
Press, 2001), 210-214.
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All this we have taken upon ourselves under the penalty of the ban and by an irrevocable resolve in accordance
with the laws of our sages of blessed memory. We are resolved to keep all these things, and we give them the full
force of all the regulations that have been issued from the days of Moses our teacher, on whom be peace. And let
the pleasantness of the L-rd our G-d be upon us, and establish thou the work of our hands upon us: yea, the
work of our hands establish thou it. Help us, O G-d of our salvation, for the sake of the glory of thy Name.. As
an indication of our sincerity we hereby sign this in the holy city of Jerusalem, may it be speedily rebuilt and
established, on the week of the sidra: Behold I give unto him my covenant of peace (Numbers 25:12). May the L-rd
bless His people with peace. All this is lasting and firm, the thing is right, true, and established.

Shalom Mizrachi di-Yedi’a Sharabi, pure Sephardi
Yom Tov Algazi

Samuel Alhadif, pure Sephardi

Abraham Belul, pure Sephardi

Aaron Bacher Elijah ha-Levi, pure Sephardi
Menachem ben Rabbi Joseph

The Young Hayyim Joseph David Azulai, pure Sephardi
Joseph Samanon, pure Sephardi

Solomon son of my master and father Bejoash
Jacob Biton

Raphael Eliezer Parhi, pure Sephardi

Hayyim De La Roza

Addenda

Now we have met together and the majority of the members of our circle have agreed to add to our circle the
undersigned, as well as the two golden flutes who add their signatures and bind themselves with every kind of
formula so that it is all irrevocable

Abraham Ishmael Hayyim Sanguinetti

And afterwards we met at the request of Rabbi Jacob Algazi, who wished to join our holy circle. Since I agree to
keep all these matters with a firm resolve and with full acceptance of the terms, I append my humble signature,

lowly as a worm.

Israel Jacob Algazi
Raphael Moses Gallico, pure Sephardi

L, too, accept all these terms and conditions willingly,
The young Abraham ben Asher, pure Sephardi
L, too, accept all these terms with the utmost willingness, behold I am a young man,

Saul, son of our master Rabbi Abraham, our master of blessed memory
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Some Conclusions from Jewish Texts about Friendship (NG

A friend doesn’t disappear when times are rough.

Even if friends don’t see each other often, or are separated by a long distance, a friend is
present for the other when needed.

A friend doesn’t project his or her own issues onto the other, but listens carefully to what
the other person needs.

Friends aren’t afraid to share their shortcomings and failures with the other, because they
know the other’s love will not falter and the other person can be trusted.

Friends share delight in the other’s successes, and aren’t competitive, envious, or guilty of

schadenfreude.

When one makes a friend with this level of trust, it is a pleasure and delight to be in each
other’s company.

Friends don’t give up on the other person, and are committed to the relationship for the long
haul, as we see in the commitment of Rabbi Meir to Elisha ben Avuyah.

Real friends make the other person a better person. They’re not afraid to share
criticism—as long as it clearly comes from a place of love. Conversely, a friend listens carefully
to the criticism of the other, because the other person is trustworthy and committed to a
friend’s well-being.



