
 גבורה and חסד
Maintaining the Balance 

 

Ma’amar by the Tolna Rebbe שליט"א* 
 

 
Avraham Avinu instructed Eliezer to choose a wife for Yitzchak specifically from his homeland:  כי אל

 You shall go only to my land and my birthplace to bring a“ – ארצי ואל מולדתי תלך ולקחת אשה לבני ליצחק
wife for my son, Yitzchak” (24:4). 
 
We must ask, how was Avraham not afraid to have Yitzchak marry a girl from the family of Besuel and 
Lavan, who were very sinful people?  The Midrash (Yalkut Shimoni 109) tells that Besuel and Lavan were 
steeped in the most severe sins – idolatry and promiscuity.  And Chazal have taught us that before 
marrying, one must check the prospective bride’s brother (Bava Basra 110a).  How, then, could Avraham 
choose as a wife for Yitzchak – who was born and raised in the sacred home of Avraham and Sara – a girl 
who was raised in the family of Besuel and Lavan? 
 
True, Eliezer did not choose a girl blindly, and made for himself a sign that the chosen girl would display 
outstanding חסד, offering to draw water for all his ten camels after he requested just some water for 
himself.  The Tzeror Ha’mor1 notes the remarkable zeal and energy required of Rivka, a young girl, to 
provide water for ten weary camels that had just completed a lengthy journey, each of which required 
some ten pitchers’ full of water.  However, while Rivka’s חסד was certainly extraordinary, we need to 
understand why Avraham would allow a girl from a home steeped in idolatry and immorality to join his 
pure, sacred family.  As far as we are from the lofty stature of our sacred avos, we nevertheless 
understand that one must distance himself from a family such as Besuel and Lavan’s, and that although 
Rivka was very young at the time, there was reason to fear that her family’s sinful influences would 
impact her as an adult.  Why, then, did Avraham have Yitzchak marry Rivka? 
 
We might answer this question based on the comments of Rav Yeshaya Muskat2 in his Roshei Besamim 
(Balak, ד"ה במסכת ברכות), explaining the Gemara’s comment in Maseches Berachos (7a) that each 
morning, when the sun rises, the pagan kings worship the sun, and at that moment, HKB”H becomes 
angry.  The purpose of this anger, Rav Muskat writes, is להכניע את כח הסטרא אחרא – “to subdue” the 
Satan.  This moment of anger, then, is actually an auspicious time to pray, as the power of the Satan is 
subdued, and this is why we daven shacharis at this time.  Rav Muskat proceeds to cite from the work 
Keser Shem Tov an explanation for Avraham’s remark to Avimelech, רק אין יראת אלוקים במקום הזה – 
“Alas, there is no fear of G-d in this place” (Bereishis 20:11).  The Keser Shem Tov explained that  יראת

 genuine fear of Hashem, has the ability to subdue sinful desires, and this is why Avraham ,אלוקים
pointed to the lack of יראת אלוקים as the cause of his fears in Gerar.  Now the Gemara (there in 
Berachos) teaches that at the time when Bilam attempted to curse Bnai Yisrael, HKB”H did not get 
angry.  Although He normally gets angry each morning, throughout that period He did not become angry 
at all.  And for precisely this reason, Bilam advised Balak to lure Bnai Yisrael to sin through immorality.  
As HKB”H was not angry, Bnai Yisrael did not experience the fear they needed in order to restrain their 
desires, and so they were vulnerable to this scheme. 
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With this in mind, we can understand why Avraham selected Rivka as a wife for Yitzchak.  Whereas 
Avraham embodied the quality of חסד, Yitzchak embodied the quality of גבורה (“strength”) and יראה 
(“fear”).  The Chiddushei Ha’Rim 3 זיע"א said that because of this distinction between Avraham and 
Yitzchak, all those whom Avraham had converted to his faith left after his passing.  They were drawn to 
Avraham because of his outstanding quality of חסד, but they did not want to remain with Yitzchak, who 
led and taught with the quality of גבורה.  Therefore, they left Yitzchak and became ordinary people, and 
they gradually declined until they returned to where they had been originally. 
 
For this reason, Avraham instructed Eliezer to find a girl who was the embodiment of חסד, in order to 
complement Yitzchak’s quality of גבורה so he could achieve perfection.  Avraham was not concerned 
that Rivka’s חסד would extend beyond acceptable limits, because it would be counterbalanced and 
checked by Yitzchak’s גבורה.  Thus, when Eliezer prays at the well that the girl who offered to give water 
to his camels would be the girl chosen to marry Yitzchak, he says,  עם אדוניחסד ובה אדע כי עשית  – 
“through her I shall know that You have performed kindness for my master” (24:14).  His goal was to 
find a girl who embodied the ideal of חסד in order to perfect Yitzchak’s quality of גבורה. 
 
Indeed, the Torah tells that as Eliezer and Rivka drew near, Yitzchak saw והנה גמלים באים – “that behold, 
camels were coming” (24:63).  The word גמלים is related to the expression גומל חסדים (“performing 
kindness”).  Yitzchak looked up and saw that Rivka embodied the quality of חסד.  And, as the Igra 
De’kalla4 (Parshas Chayei-Sara, ד"ה ותאמר אל) writes, when Rivka saw Yitzchak, the pillar of גבורה and 
fear, she covered her face (24:65 – ותקח הצעיף ותתכס), an expression of fear.  The Gemara (Shabbos 
156b) teaches that one should cover his head at all times כי היכי דתיהוי עלך אימתא דשמיא – “in order 
that the fear of Heaven will be upon you.”  The Igra De’kalla thus explains that Rivka covered her face 
upon seeing Yitzchak, as the sight of the embodiment of יראה had the effect of her being overcome by 
fear. 
 
This is a vitally important principle of avodas Hashem.  If a person feels that his soul is rooted in the 
quality of גבורה, he must exercise great care to ensure that his גבורה does not adversely affect other 
people, as one cannot serve HKB”H by compromising his standards of interpersonal conduct.  
Conversely, if somebody is naturally compassionate and generous towards other people, and feels that 
his soul is rooted in the quality of חסד, he must ensure to combine his חסד with גבורה, and erect fences 
and barriers so that his חסד does not extend to inappropriate places.  As my illustrious ancestor, the 
Me’or Einayim 5 זיע"א, writes (Shelach, ד"ה במסכת), citing the Ba’al Shem Tov, the Torah refers to 
forbidden relations with the term חסד (Vayikra 20:17) because such conduct emanates from the realm 
of חסד, but one must distinguish between acceptable and forbidden חסד. 
 
May we all succeed in acquiring both qualities – חסד and גבורה – and live our entire lives serving HKB”H 
with both elements, אמן כן יהי רצון. 
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