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FOUR FACETS OF THE LOVE OF GOD

“How can one describe the appropriate way to love God?” 
queries Rambam (Hilkhot Teshuva 10:3), a question fraught 
with both halakhic and theological ramifi cations. Halakhic, 

for all Jews are commanded “And you should love the Lord your God” 
(Deuteronomy 6:5). What quantity and quality of love is required to ful-
fi ll this commandment? Is the commandment fulfi lled via a feeling or are 
there necessary actions to demonstrate this love? These are questions of 
halakha. Theological, because the appropriate way to love God at least 
partly defi nes the nature of the relationship between God and each indi-
vidual Jew. The existence of the command to love God demonstrates that 
this relationship should not be one of indifference, that of an automaton, 
robotically following the dictates of heavenly programming. Nor should 
the relationship be based solely on human fear or even awe. Love must 
play a role. How, asks Rambam, do we describe that love? 

Rambam addresses his question directly:

One should have a great, burning love for God. So much so that his soul is 
tied to the love of God and he thinks of Him constantly. It must be as if he 
is stricken with heartsickness, so that his mind is never free from his love for 
that woman and he contemplates her always: whether he is sitting, whether 
he is standing, whether he is eating and drinking. Greater than this should 
be the love of God in the hearts of those who love Him… And this is what 
Solomon metaphorically said, “For I am sick with love” (Songs 2:5). And 
the entire Song of Songs is a parable for this (Hilkhot Teshuva 10:3).

Thus, Rambam poignantly describes the optimal love between a person 
and God. It is like that of a lovesick man pining for his beloved. He can-
not dismiss her from his mind, no matter what other task may be at hand. 
And even more so is the love one should have for God. 

Multiplicity of Relationships

“My Beloved is to me and I am to Him” (Songs 6:3), He is to me a God 
and I am to Him a nation… He is to me a Father and I am to Him a 
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son… He is to me a Shepherd… and I am to Him as sheep… He is to me 
a Guardian… and I am to Him a vineyard (Shir ha-Shirim Rabba 2:16).

The simile portrayed by Rambam, that an appropriate model for the love 
for God is that of a man heartsick for his beloved, appears to be both too 
audacious and too prosaic. Audacious in its depth: Can one really achieve 
such love for God that one’s cognition centers only on God? Is it possible 
for a fi nite human to center all of his or her limited energy and concentra-
tion to contemplating the Master of the Universe, Creator of all? Yet it is 
also too prosaic, too monochromatic. Is the only authentic feeling of love 
for God that which we describe as one likened to a couple “in love”? If 
one were to love God some other way, as a parent or as a protector, would 
that be inappropriate or amiss? 

The midrash in Shir ha-Shirim Rabba (2:16) suggests otherwise. While 
the verse in Song of Songs metaphorically describes the relationship 
between a person and God as that of a beloved with her lover, the midrash 
extends the parable and describes God as our Father, our Shepherd, and 
our Guardian. This same midrash is expanded and amplifi ed in a central 
confessional prayer for the vidui of Yom Kippur. There we fi nd not only, 
“we are Your darling and You are our Beloved,” but also, “we are Your sons 
and You are our Father,” “we are Your sheep and You are our Shepherd.” 
Other prayers echo these themes. We turn to God as our Father, our 
Master, our King, but rarely as our Beloved. This panoply of sources sug-
gests that the relationship between a person and God is multifaceted and 
each relationship expresses a qualitatively different type of love.1 

The multiplicity of human linkages used as templates for the relationship 
between a person and the Creator again raises halakhic and theological 

1 Rambam’s choice of simile is clearly based on Song of Songs. Yet, it would be 
diffi cult to say that it is meant to be exclusive of other feelings of love for God for the 
following reasons. First, given that love of God is a constant command, how could 
we ever invoke an alternate relationship in prayer for describing our connection with 
Him? How can we approach God as our Master (and really mean it) in a way that 
shortchanges our feelings of spousal love for Him? A similar concern is raised by 
Netziv (commentary on Song of Songs 6:5), who warns against the constant love of 
God leading to disregarding the commandments. Second, our common experience 
demonstrates that people love their children or parents differently than their spouse. 
Yet to say someone loves their children less (or more) would be unconscionable. If so, 
why should love of God be limited to only one form of equally intense experiences of 
love? One may suggest that Rambam’s emphasis on the romantic relationship is not 
because it is a relationship with more love than other relationships, but because it is 
the one that most commonly becomes the constant focus of those in the relationship. 
It is this constant focus, more than the details of the relationship, that Rambam seeks 
to emphasize. Cf. Sefer ha-Hinukh, #414.
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questions. Halakhically one may ask if somebody loves God as a Protector 
or a King, but not as a Beloved, does that person fulfi ll the positive 
commandment to love God? What types of loving relationships count as 
“loving God”? The aim of this work is not to argue a halakhic response to 
this question. Rather, I attempt to concisely argue the appropriateness 
and, dare I say, theological attractiveness, of a variegated loving relation-
ship with the Almighty. 

To formulate the types of love a fi nite human may have for an in-
fi nite God, we invoke the categorization of the Anglican philosopher and 
theologian, C.S. Lewis. In his book, The Four Loves, Lewis describes types 
of loving human relationships. When we give of ourselves for these loves 
we resemble God, who gives to His beloved children. However, these 
human loves can be corrupted. 

We may give our human loves the unconditional allegiance which we owe 
only to God. Then they become gods; then they become demons. Then 
they will destroy us, and also destroy themselves. For natural loves that 
are allowed to become gods do not remain loves. They are still called so, 
but can become in fact complicated forms of hatred.2 

Lewis’ goal in The Four Loves is to prove this thesis. While I liberally 
utilize Lewis’ relationships and defi nitions, my goal is quite different. I 
explore whether and how these relationships are appropriate models for 
different aspects of the love of God Himself. 

Affection

Affection has its own criteria. Its objects have to be familiar.3

The humblest of Lewis’ categories of love is that of Affection. Affection is, 
in Lewis’ defi nition, the love between those whom circumstance has thrown 
together. This includes parents, siblings, acquaintances, and others who, 
by chance, are part of our lives, though they were not chosen to be. While 
we may not feel love for or even be friends with these people, Affection 
provides a warm comfortableness and satisfaction in being together. 
These are “our people,” the ones who are always there and without whom 
things would just not be right. Lewis uses the relationship between par-
ents and offspring as the highest example of Affection. However, Affec-
tion can be for anyone whose presence in our lives we appreciate. 

2 C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves (Geoffrey Bles, 1960), 19–20. The book is based 
upon a series of radio broadcasts in 1958. 

3 C.S. Lewis, ibid., 55.
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Is there an appropriate love of God via Affection? Lewis posits the 
existence of Affection for those people who grow on us; those whom one 
learns to appreciate simply because they are there and have always been 
there. For example, “The child will love a crusty old gardener who has 
hardly ever taken notice of it and shrink away from the visitor who is making 
every attempt to win its regard. But it must be an old gardener, one who 
has ‘always’ been there” (55–56). Can love of God exist in that way? Per-
haps the answer is yes. God has always been there for our ancestors and 
ourselves. Even if one were to lack the feeling of passionate love for God 
described by Rambam, one can demonstrate Affectionate love towards 
God: “From generation to generation will your deeds be praised” (Psalms 
145:4). The fact that we know God is present, and will always be so, is a 
source of comfort, strength, and the basis of Affectionate love for God.4 

Beyond the specifi c individuals that one may have Affection for, 
Lewis emphasizes that Affection often, or even must, color the other loves 
and in fact may be the medium via which they operate on a day-to-day 
basis. Many couples are at one or more times in their relationship pas-
sionately in love, but—after years of marriage—how many people con-
stantly feel lovesick for their partners? We can use this as a model for the 
evolution of our love of God. The command to love God is constant, but 
how we manifest that love, what relationship forms the model of our love 
at any particular moment, is variable. 

A Portion of God

Love is… a steady wish for the loved person’s ultimate good as far as it can be 
obtained.5

In this section, we temporarily depart from Lewis’ categorization in The Four 
Loves by positing an additional love: the love for someone who is an exten-
sion of themselves. The motivation for doing so is my lack of comfort with 
Lewis’ categorization of the parent-child relationship as simple Affection. 
Jewish thought appears to perceive this relationship differently. The parent-
child relationship is not as I-Thou, but as I and a secondary or extended I.6 
This can be seen from a series of both halakhic and aggadic sources.

4 Perhaps the facet of God invoked as Atik Yomin encapsulates this aspect of love 
for God. This moniker accentuates God’s constancy as the “Ancient of Days,” the 
One who has always been there for us and our ancestors. 

5 C.S. Lewis, God in the Dock: Answers to Questions on Christianity (William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1970), 49.

6 While it is true that a series of commentaries infer from the biblical command to 
“Love one’s neighbor as oneself” (Leviticus 19:18) that all of Israel is as one body and 
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The Talmud states that, for purposes of monetary halakha, an inheri-
tor is the “legs of the father” (Eruvin 70b)—meaning an inheritor is not 
equivalent to a random buyer, but is halakhically considered the original 
owner. This ruling has been extended halakhically and aggadically, and 
specifi cally to the children of the person in question. For example, Tosafot 
(Yevamot 3a) take as a given that with respect to forbidden marriages, a 
daughter-in-law (the wife of one’s son) is more closely related than a 
sister-in-law (the wife of one’s brother) because a son is the “legs of the 
father.” Based on a similar rationale, Rashbam (Bava Batra 128a) disallows 
testimony of a direct descendant, no matter how many generations away. 

Turning to aggada, Maharal of Prague (Gur Aryeh on Exodus 20:5) 
states explicitly that a son is a branch or portion of the father, who is the 
root or source. Based on this he claims that the rule, “A man dies for his 
sin” (Deuteronomy 24:16), does not apply to one’s children. A child who 
follows the evil path of his father can be punished for his father’s mis-
deeds. Elsewhere, Maharal applies this ruling explicitly to the relationship 
between God and God’s children, the Jewish people. Shabbat (152b) 
quotes in the name of R. Eliezer, “The souls of the righteous are hidden 
under the Throne of Glory.” Maharal explains that this is appropriate 
since Israel is called God’s sons, and sons are the legs of the father. Legs, 
and hence the souls of God’s sons, belong under the throne.7 

When we pray to God as our Father, we ask God to view us as a father 
regards his son, as a branch of Himself. We ask God to recognize that the 
good He does to us He does for His own sake. This argument was used 
by no less an authority than Moses after the sin of the spies (Numbers 14), 
and more concisely by Joshua, “and what will be of Your great Name?” 
(Joshua 7:9) and Jeremiah, “Act for the sake of Your Name” (Jeremiah 
14:7). 

Can one love God as the root from which one sprouts? The Torah 
refers to the Jewish people as God’s children and throughout our liturgy 
we request and desire God’s love as our Father. Thus, if only to avoid 
hypocrisy, we must play the corresponding role and love God as our 

thus all of Israel is part of “self,” the sources presented demonstrate that the parent-
child relationship is unique and thus worthy of being characterized as an extension 
of “self.” 

7 In a similar vein, Sanhedrin 105a states, “A person can become jealous of 
anyone, except for his child and student.” This is understood if children and students 
are extensions of oneself. See also the discussion surrounding the statement in 
Sanhedrin 104a that a son can accrue merit for his father but not vice versa. Compare 
to the assertion (Sota 10a) that King David brought his son Absalom into the 
World to Come. 
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Father and thus as the source from which we ourselves come forth. If one 
were to speak of each soul as part of God, perhaps this statement is not 
only acceptable, but obvious. Nonetheless, even if we do not want to 
describe the soul in that way, Lewis’ observation at the beginning of this 
section provides a guideline as to how to love God in this fashion, by 
“making our will as if it were His” (Avot 2:4). 

Friendship 

Lovers are normally face to face absorbed in each other; Friends side by side 
absorbed in some common interest.8

It seems almost blasphemous to characterize and, hence, love God as our 
Friend. Yet, R. Soloveitchik does exactly that: 

I always picture the proclamation of the divine kingdom at Sinai as the 
rewarding with a sovereign crown a beloved companion who guided to 
victory a revolutionary band during times of trial and sacrifi ce, when the 
whole movement was banned and persecuted. When all the promises 
came true and the elder of the clan faithfully fulfi lled his mission, the 
grateful members grant their beloved leader-comrade royal power as a 
token of appreciation… God is described as being a member of the group, 
a fellow-wanderer, a friend and comrade.9 

God and the Nation of Israel are pictured as working on a joint mission, 
sharing a common goal as Friends.10 Each member of the clan loves God, 
the leader of the mission, as a Friend and mentor. God, in turn, loves His 
fellows as Friends and comrades. This picture overlaps signifi cantly with 
how Lewis defi nes the love “Friendship.” 

Friendship arises out of mere companionship when two or more of the 
companions discover they have in common some insight or interest or 
even taste which the others do not share (96).

Can this characterization apply to Friendship between a fi nite human and 
the Infi nite? What is the insight we share with God? What mission do we 
jointly undertake? The insight we share is the knowledge of the One God 

8 C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves, 91.
9 R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik, The Emergence of Ethical Man (Ktav, 2005), 196.
10 Rambam (Commentary to the Mishna, Avot 1:6) describes three types of friend-

ship. The highest level, that based on a joint mission and common goal, is referred 
to as haver ma’ala or haver le-de’ah (friend in outlook), those whose desires and aims 
are for the same purpose. 
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and God’s Torah. The quest we champion is to spread that knowledge to 
all humanity. This is not an expansionist crusade, but an educational 
effort so all people from all nations can become God’s Friends. Only 
then, when all of humanity are God’s Friends, will we “become a single 
unit to perform His will wholeheartedly.”11 

Two friends delight to be joined by a third and three by a fourth… Here 
comes one who will augment our loves (92).

In this passage, Lewis makes a sharp distinction between Eros (Lewis’ 
term for romantic love) and Friendship. “Eros is necessarily between two 
only. But two, far from being the necessary number for Friendship, is not 
even the best” (91). Lewis explains that to fully grasp the nature and 
identity of an individual requires a full understanding of how that person 
responds to an unending variety of stimuli and events, and to other peo-
ple. Thus the larger a Friendship circle, the more each member of the 
circle can comprehend the nature of anyone in the circle. 

The same could be said when seeking love and knowledge of God. 
Each person will comprehend God uniquely, “for just as their visage is 
not similar, so too their thoughts are not similar” (Tosefta Berakhot 6:5, and 
cf. Berakhot 58b). Thus, to get a more panoramic understanding of God 
we must collaborate with more people. This desire to include others into 
the circle of Friendship is explicitly part of the command to love God. 
Rambam codifi es: 

This command also includes that we should seek and call all of humanity 
to His service and to believe in Him… Just like Abraham, because he 
loved God… strove to bring people to belief, you must also love Him to 
the point that you will strive to bring others to Him” (Sefer Ha-Mitzvot, 
Aseh 3). 

Spreading the love of God to others is not just a demonstration of our 
love, but a method of augmenting our love towards God.

The common insight and passions shared by Friends does more than 
connect partners in Friendship; it also separates them from others: “The 
moment two men are friends they have in some degree drawn apart to-
gether from the herd” (88). Our Friendship with God is based on our mis-
sion to spread the knowledge of the One God and the Torah. Throughout 
history, this has separated us from all other nations. This has led to resent-
ment; as Lewis posits, all forms of authority, especially the political kind, 

11 High Holiday Shemona Esrei, based on Bereshit Rabba 88:7.
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distrusts Friendship. Every real Friendship, says Lewis, is secession from 
the group and rebellion against the establishment. Abraham’s Friendship 
with God made him a danger to the hegemony of Nimrod. And the tra-
ditional hatred of Jews by totalitarian societies stems from the same dis-
trust. What characterizes Friends is not only a shared vision but also a 
relationship that separates them from others: “They are a people that 
dwells apart, not considered amongst the nations” (Numbers 23:9). 

While Eros can technically exist without Friendship, we expect part-
ners in a romantic relationship to also maintain shared visions and aspira-
tions. The mission “to build a true house in Israel” is based on kindness, 
charity, and raising a new generation of Jewish children. This is our great-
est wish to a married couple. We wish that the couple build a Friendship 
based on common goals. 

Eros12 

If you asked him what he wanted, the true reply would often be, “To go on 
thinking of her.”13 

The love between man and woman has long been used in Jewish literature 
as the parable par excellence for the love between a person and God. The 
passage in Rambam’s writing, cited above, describes the symptoms of this 
type of love: “It must be as if he is stricken with heartsickness, that his 
mind is never free from his love for that woman and he contemplates her 
always: whether he is sitting, whether he is standing, whether he is eating 
and drinking.” The Eros relationship—being in constant, passionate love 
with God— is, according to Rambam, the ultimate fulfi llment of the 
command to love God. 

The Mishna (Avot 5:19) differentiates between two types of love: 
dependent love and independent love. The model for dependent love is 
that of Amnon for his half-sister, Tamar. He did not love her inherently, 
but only due to the pleasure he hoped to gain from her. The model for inde-
pendent love is the love that existed between King David and Jonathan, 
the son of King Saul. This type of love is irrespective of hoped-for plea-
sure, but is based on inherent appreciation of the other for their own 
sake. Lewis’ comment in this regard is well stated, “The lover desires the 
Beloved herself, not the pleasure she can give” (135). Without doubt this 

12 Following in the footsteps of other philosophers of love, going back to Plato, 
Lewis consistently utilizes the Greek gods as personifi cations of concepts or even as rep-
resentatives of how the One true God relates to God’s creations. Here, Eros, whose 
name means “desire,” is the counterpart of the Roman god Cupid.

13 C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves, 133.
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independent love is demanded from us by the command to love God. 
Rambam formulates this as follows, “One who serves out of love, toils in 
Torah and the commandments and walks the paths of wisdom, for no 
materialistic reason. Not for fear of harm nor to acquire some good” 
(Hilkhot Teshuva 10:2). It is this state of inherent “being in love” that 
Lewis defi nes as Eros. (This is not to be confused with erotic love, in the 
colloquial sense. Within the pre-Freudian philosophical tradition, the ob-
ject of Eros is not physical beauty but rather the abstract, idealized, and 
eternal beauty.)

Lewis further notes that Eros, being in love, “obliterates the distinc-
tion between giving and receiving” (137). This is crystalized in the de-
scription of Eros by Lewis’ close friend, the British poet Charles Williams: 
“Love you? I am you.” Rephrasing in Talmudic terms, we would say, “A 
man’s wife is like himself.”14 This perspective is different from the parental 
love for God based on our being an extension of Him, described above. 
With respect to lovers, we speak not of extension but of equivalence. 
Translated to our relationship with God, this theme is manifest in the 
phrase, often ascribed to the Zohar, “the Holy One blessed be He, the 
Torah, and Israel are One.”15 

However, we should be wary of expanding this suggested love of 
God too far. Extending to God the loss of distinction between giving and 
receiving experienced by lovers appears to contradict our basic concepts 
of “worship of the heart.” When we beseech God for wisdom, health, and 
sustenance in our daily prayers, our terminology is not one of Eros, but 
of a child or a servant.16 We refer to God as our Father and our King. We 
articulate God’s love for us in those ways and beg Him to grant our 
wishes. For example, we invoke God’s love of us in the second blessing 
before the recitation of the Shema, both in the morning and evening 
prayer services. This seems appropriate, as the verses of the Shema include 
the command to love God. We might expect this blessing to elaborate on 
this important concept, and indeed it does by defi ning our relationship 
with God in human terms. In the morning we say, “With a great love you 
have loved us… our Father, our King,” and then continue addressing 

14 This phrase is used in a halakhic context in Berakhot 24a and Kiddushin 35b, and 
in prescribing how a man should treat his wife in Yevamot 62b and Sanhedrin 76b. 

15 The sentiment of this phrase appears in Zohar III 73a, but its precise formulation 
seems to be with R. Moshe Hayyim Luzzato.

16 As stated in Berakhot 34a, “The fi rst [three blessings of the Amida] are similar 
to a servant who arranges praise before his master. The middle [blessings] are similar 
to a servant who requests a reward from his master. The last [blessings] are similar to 
a servant who has received a reward from his master and is now taking leave. 
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God as our Father. We ask God to be merciful and gracious; we beseech 
Him for the ability to fulfi ll His commands. We approach Him as our 
Father, not as our Beloved.17 In the evening we recite, “With an eternal 
love you have loved the House of Israel your nation… our Master, our 
God.” Here we approach God not as our Father, and certainly not as our 
Beloved, but as our Master.18 

The casting of a man and woman passionately in love as the paradigm of 
the love between the Jew and God has a history going back to the Song of 
Songs. While powerful in its depth, any suggestion that this is the only 
appropriate mode of love for God does not fi t well with the Jewish approach 
to God during prayer. Rather, a multiplicity of loving relationships would 
be a more attractive approach in trying to encompass the true Love of God. 

Charity

Divine Gift-love in the man enables him to love what is not naturally lovable; 
lepers, criminals, enemies, morons, the sulky, the superior and the sneering. 
Finally, by a high paradox, God enables men to have a Gift-love towards 
Himself. 19

For Lewis, Charity is the love we give or receive even though the objects of 
our love, and we ourselves, have attitudes and demeanors that are unlov-
able. Charity is a Godly, spiritual act, for God loves each of us despite our 
faults. Only when Charity imbues the natural loves—Affection, Friendship, 
and Eros—can the natural loves be raised to perfection and become eter-
nal, for all humans are, at times, unlovable. 

17 This is not to say that our liturgy never invokes the parable of love between man 
and woman. Each Amida for Shabbat specifi es that God granted us the Shabbat with 
“love and favor.” While the type of love referenced here is not defi ned, the piyyut used 
to welcome Shabbat is much clearer. In Lekha Dodi, the Jewish people request that 
their Beloved, God, come and greet the Bride (Shabbat). 

18 Despite the seeming insolence in suggesting that we could obliterate the distinc-
tion between giving and receiving when referring to our requests of God, we do fi nd 
attempts to recategorize certain requests as praise and thanksgiving. The need to do 
so arises due to the statement of R. Yehuda in Berakhot 34a: “A person should never 
request his needs in the fi rst three blessings or the last three blessings [of the Amida].” 
Yet, additions into these berakhot, such as ya’ale ve-yavo on holidays and zokhrenu 
le-hayyim during the High Holy Days, make explicit requests! Tosafot (Berakhot 34a) 
resolve this diffi culty by simply stating that the needs of the congregation are differ-
ent. Tosafot HaRosh (Berakhot 34a) goes a step further, stipulating that when an entire 
congregation asks for something from God, that demonstrates that He is needed by 
many people, which manifests honor and praise to God. Thus, congregational requests 
are actually a form of praise. This perspective does not go so far as to obliterate the distinc-
tion between giving and receiving, but does recategorize the nature of certain requests. 

19 C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves, 177.
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Our analysis until now has demonstrated how our natural loves can 
be used to describe facets of our love for God. Can Charity be applied as 
well? Can one’s love of God be Charitable? 

On its surface, such a possibility appears almost heretical. After all, 
God is perfect, not to mention our Creator, Sustainer, and so much more. 
How could we even contemplate that we should grant undeserved love to 
Him? Does God have faults? Is He unlovable? Should such a Charitable 
love exist towards God, no doubt it would be beyond human capacity. 
This is, in fact, Lewis’ assertion in the passage introducing this section. 
Due to God’s love, He has granted us the capacity of Gift-love to God. 
In other words, by the gift of God, humans have the ability to grant love 
to God as if not loving Him were possible. 

We explore a person’s Gift-love of God in two stages. First, we fi nd 
times when God explicitly considers human actions or prayers as Charity 
to Him. No doubt this is only in cases of particularly intense love of God, 
which are then raised to a spiritual level unreachable without God’s explicit 
assistance. Such a consideration demonstrates God’s humility, in that He 
makes room for a love of Himself as Charity, when in fact the entire con-
cept of Charitable love for God is absurd. An example of this occurs after 
Abraham defeats the four kings in battle. God appears to Abraham to 
assure him that He will shield Abraham and that he will have descendants 
as numerous as the stars. “He believed in God, and He considered it 
charitable” (Genesis 15:6). The pronoun usage in the second half of this 
verse leaves it ambiguous as to who felt whom was being charitable. 
However, Rashi on this verse explains, “The Holy One considered it as a 
merit and as charitable that he [Abraham] believed in Him.” Abraham 
had already spent a lifetime teaching about the One God. Of course, 
Abraham felt that God should be trusted and believed! Nonetheless, God 
considered Abraham’s belief in Him as Charity. 

Second, we may assume that the occasions when God grants man the 
ability to love Him Charitably are when, to human perception, such love 
is undeserved by Him. This may occur during times of hester panim, 
when God’s presence is hidden and His love is called into question. At 
such times, He nonetheless enables us to have a Gift-love towards Him-
self. The Jewish people’s willingness and ability to love God even under 
such conditions is poignantly described by R. Yehoshua ben Levi (Shab-
bat 88b) in his midrashic interpretation of the verse, “My Beloved is to 
me like a bundle of myrrh that lies between my breasts” (Song of Songs 
1:13): “The congregation of Israel said before the Holy One, blessed be 
He, ‘Master of the Universe, though You cause me suffering and bitter-
ness, my Love, you will still lie between my breasts.’” Job’s formulation 
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of the same is blunt, yet powerful (Mishna Sota 5:5), “R. Yehoshua ben 
Hyrkanos preached: Job served God solely out of love, as it says, ‘Though 
He kill me, I place my hope in Him’ (Job 13:15).” Both of these sources 
are quoted by R. Bahya in his Hovot ha-Levavot (The Gate of Love of 
God, chapter 1) where he records, “It is said regarding one of the pious 
men that every night he would awaken and say, ‘My God, You have left 
me hungry and naked, and placed me in the darkness of night. Yet I swear 
in Your strength and Your greatness, that though You burn me by fi re 
I will continue to increase my love for You and my joy in You.’” Finally, 
R. Yehuda Amital expresses this sentiment from a post-Holocaust per-
spective: “In the wake of the Shoah, to whom can we still fl ee? To where 
can we fl ee? The answer is clear, we have fl ed from You to You.”20 The 
message of these sources is clear. Though, from an objective human per-
spective, God is not deserving of love from those that are suffering at His 
hand, individuals, by gift of God, have the capacity to continue to love Him. 

Greater Than This

Charity is a prime example of Lewis’ formulation of transposition,21 suc-
cinctly defi ned by Lewis as, “The highest does not stand without the 
lowest.” Transposition postulates that Divine concepts cannot be under-
stood or appreciated without experiencing their natural, earthly analogs. 
In this way, transposition intimates that the spiritual is not fundamentally 
different than the natural. Rather, the spiritual includes the natural, and is 
a more real version of the same thing. This can be perceived as follows: the 
spiritual can be imagined as a three-dimensional, colored object. The natu-
ral is then a two-dimensional, black and white rendering of the object. 
The rendering is accurate within its limits, but the three-dimensional 
object subsumes it and is a more real version. 

With respect to loves, this means that “Charity (the spiritual love) 
does not dwindle into merely natural love” (184), but subsumes the natural 
loves in such a way that they become more of the real thing. Lewis goes 
on to explain how this works. We all want to be loved for our talents, 
usefulness, and overall goodness. However, in reality, we all have moments 
when we are none of these and may be quite unlovable. At such times, 
our loved ones invoke Charity to continue their love for us. Nonetheless, 
were they to declare that they love Charitably, we would certainly be 

20 R. Yehuda Amital, A World Built, Destroyed, and Rebuilt (Ktav Publishing House, 
2004), 141–150. 

21 C.S. Lewis in his sermon “Transposition” fi rst published in Transposition and 
Other Addresses (Geoffrey Bles, 1949); subsequently in his collection, The Weight of Glory. 
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resentful. Instead, Charity must imbue the natural loves. Charity must be 
a constant mode through which we channel our various loves for our fel-
low humans. In this way, Charity can raise each love to perfection. 

We can now apply the concept of transposition to the spiritual act of 
loving God. This we do in two steps. The fi rst step is to raise each of the 
natural loves to a love of God. Transposition suggests that this can only 
be done once one experiences each of the natural loves in the physical 
world, since the highest does not stand without the lowest. Each natural 
love of God builds upon the natural loves in the physical world and re-
veals their ultimate spiritual purpose, attaining a better understanding of 
the love of God. The second step is to recognize that love of God is not 
simply a sum total of the natural loves when applied to God. Rather, it is 
a multifaceted structure, of which the natural loves are simple projections 
or shadows. In the physical world, Charity—the spiritual love—imbues 
the natural loves and raises them to perfection. So, too, in the spiritual 
world: The natural loves of God may falter; there may be times when one 
feels alone, abandoned by God, and unloved. There are times when one 
may even be angry with God and question His devotion. At these times, 
a Charitable love of God is called for. In the physical world, Charitable 
love requires us to act in a Godly fashion when experiencing the natural 
loves. In the spiritual world, Charitable love of God demands that we act 
Godly in our love of God Himself.

In this essay, I have argued for a multifaceted approach to loving 
God. Rambam’s assertion that one’s love of God should be that of a lover 
for his beloved appears to be limiting and at odds with our literary and litur-
gical references. Jewish liturgy especially refers to God as a Father, King, 
Shepherd, and more. Our attempt to identify different facets of this love 
of God was guided by the categories of love explicated by C.S. Lewis in 
his classical work, The Four Loves. There is no reason to use these catego-
ries per se, but I have found them useful in framing the discussion of what 
it means to love God. The main part of this essay demonstrated that the 
natural loves—Affection, Friendship, and Eros—along with love between 
parents and children, all fi nd their place within Jewish tradition as models 
for the love of God. However, none of the natural loves alone is complete 
or optimal. Optimal love for God is the fusion of the natural loves applied 
to Him, imbued with Charitable love, a spiritual love of God on a level 
that is Godly and only achievable due to God’s humility and kindness. To 
truly love God, one must experience all aspects of love of one’s fellow 
humans, utilize those feelings towards a love of God and, then, seek from 
God the ability to act Godly towards Him. The pinnacle of loving God is 
thus achievable only with God’s love itself. 


