
“Duty” and “love” are two reasons we do what we do in life. How do they differ, especially in 
our relationship with our loved ones. 
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 I talked with a man about whom I had heard wonderful reports.  It seems that he had 
moved in with his mentally ill brother in New York, in order to care for him, and to support him, 
on a modest teacher’s salary.  He arranged his work so that each day he could leave his job early 
and give his brother medication.  He didn’t go out on weekends.  All of this was done quietly and 
modestly.  It was only through a mutual friend that I learned of his altruism.  I complimented him 
on what seemed to be an unusual act of love.  The man responded:  “Rabbi, no love was 
involved.  My love dissipated after two weeks together.  I do what I do out of a sense of duty.  A 
sense of duty motivates us much more than a sense of love.” 

 At this Yizkor hour I raise with you the question of your duty versus your love; to those 
who lie beneath the blanket of earth, and to those who have not yet gone to their eternal home.  
By “duty” I mean giving or doing something for someone because of what they have done for us; 
returning in kind. By “love” I mean giving or doing for someone simply because we want to; 
maybe not because of what was done for us, but simply because we fell spiritually and 
psychologically motivated doing it. 

 That is the issue in the book of Jonah which is the highlight of Yom Kippur afternoon.  
Jonah is commanded by God “Go to Nineveh and dutifully proclaim its destruction.”  Yet, when 
the people of Nineveh repent, God forgives the inhabitants.  Jonah is not as forgiving, for he 
longs to carry out his duty.  God prepares a gourd whose shadow gives Jonah respite from the hot 
sun.  Then God causes a worm to gnaw at the gourd so that it withers. 

Jonah is angry.  God reprimands him: 

“You love this gourd over which you have labored; but cannot love the people of the city of 
Nineveh who have repented?  God is saying in effect “your sense of duty, Jonah, does not match 
your capacity to love.” 

 Which motivates us more in our daily living?  Our sense of duty, or our capacity to love? 

 I think first of those who are fortunate to have one or two living parents.  Do we their 
children relate to them out of duty or out of love?  And how that question gnaws these days at so 
many more of us, and our parents have the good fortune because of medical science to live 
longer. 

 Parents sacrifice to raise their children.  A story tells of parents sacrificing in the extreme. 



 A ninety year old couple come to see a divorce lawyer.  The lawyer is shocked.  “Why 
now?” he asks.  “You have been together for so many years.  Why wait all this time until you are 
divorced?”  They answer, “We wanted to wait until the children died!”  The ultimate parental 
sacrifice because of a sense of duty! 

 Of course, the greatest sacrifice of parents for children is financial.  It is estimated that it 
costs an average of $250,000 to raise a child up to the age of 22!  If there was a contract, a quid 
pro quo, between parents and child, than the reinterpretation of the Medicare Act would be 
proper and reciprocal.  We would owe our parents Medicare payments out of a sheer sense of 
duty for what we their children cost them.  Duty means to return something in kind, to sacrifice 
for a parent because they have sacrificed for us. 

 Of course, those of us who have sick parents understand the flaw in this doing for them 
simply out of sense of duty.  Our sacrifice for that mother who languished in the nursing home 
should not be a duty which is a payment in kind for her original sacrifice to us, perhaps the 
difficulty of her original pregnancy.  Our sacrifice should flow from a sense of love; it should 
flow from the stronger helping the weaker, because our parent is now needy.  And what we return 
to them in love should be unrelated to what kind of parents we think they were; or our portion in 
their will; or what our sister or brother is doing for them or not doing for them.  They gave us 
life, in love, and, in love, we should help them financially or spiritually, simply because they are 
now weaker than we are. 

 A young boy left a note for his mother on the kitchen table.  “For washing the dishes after 
breakfast – two dollars.  For cutting the lawn – six dollars.  For going to the grocery store – two 
dollars.  Total – ten dollars.  The mother left a note on the child’s dresser for his return home 
from school.  For carrying you nine months in the womb – no charge.  For caring for you 
through the night when sick – nothing.  For driving you in car pool – charge – nothing.  For 
talking with you about friends betraying you – nothing.  Total – nothing. 

 Or as the title of a country western song tells:  “The Cost of Real Love Is No Charge.” 

 I also ask, purely in terms of not duty, but love to strangers.  Is there not some inalienable 
right to adequate health care of those strangers who simply cannot because of this recession find 
work?  Is it not in the best of our Yom Kippur tradition to absorb that cost among the employed? 

 “You O Jonah have compassion on a gourd, and not on the people of Nineveh?”  Is love 
for strangers too much to expect when we Jews are ourselves reminded over and over again in 
the Torah to be kind to strangers because we ourselves were strangers in the land of Egypt. 

 The Best Seller List now boasts of books with truly tasteless jokes about strangers.  Truly 
tasteless.  But the suffering of strangers – of blacks, and handicapped, and women, and Jews is 
too hurtful to allow the condoning of such laughs.  We who were strangers may laugh at 



ourselves; as should all strangers; but to laugh at the plight of other strangers is hypocritical to 
our own history. 

 This distinction between duty and love is most appropriate in the case of friendship. 

 Did you ever notice the frequency of using the term, even between friends, “He or she 
owes me one.” 

 “Owing” detracts from the concept of friendship.  Where things are “owed” we are 
talking of quantity, quid pro quo.  But friendship, real friendship, is characterized by mutuality 
without regard to owing. 

 A banal example:  You have a friendly, but casual, relationship with your neighbor.  You 
go away for vacation and ask him to take in stray newspapers and papers.  Subsequently, your 
neighbor asks you to return the favor.  Something is owed.  That relationship is inherently an 
acquaintanceship, but not a friendship, because it is predicated on what is owed. 

 The distinction between love and duty becomes most critical in our relationship to 
spouse. 

 Once a spouse tells another spouse:  “I have done something three times, it’s your turn to 
do the fourth . . .” the quality of love has diminished and the quality of duty increased.  On the 
other hand, if the spouse says “I have done it three times, and am having trouble doing a fourth – 
would you mind doing it?”  love is present, mutually, while the sense of duty is minimized. 

 That is one of the heart rendering features of divorce.  Divorce formally introduces 
quantity and owing into a relationship which was previously, based on loving mutuality. 

 Favors create debts which must be repaid; with acquaintances and spouses.  Love creates 
mutual affection with no debts owed. 

 This distinction between love and duty is as important in our attitude to our people and 
the faith which nourished it. 

 Some of us will explain their attachment to Judaism as loyalty to their ancestors, a debt 
owed to those who preceded them and may have been martyred for the faith.  The rationale of 
owing as a reason for being committed to our people is a poor one.   

 More powerful than duty to martyrs, is love of Judaism, its people, and its faith.  With our 
parents, dead and alive; to strangers; to friends; to spouses; to our people - what we do out of 
love is infinitely more valuable in the long run, than what we do from a sense of duty. 


