
Fostering Goodwill
In his sefer Rav Tov, the Yetev Lev talks 

about the maamar “mitoch shelo lishmah, 
bah lishmah”. He explains that whenever 
we do a mitzvah, our actions create a mal-
ach in Heaven. When we do it entirely for 
Hashem our malach has a guf and a nesha-
ma, whereas when we do it for other rea-
sons it just has a form – without a nesha-
ma. That is why, he continues, it says that 
“Hashem takes a good thought and consid-
ers it an action”.

When one has a good thought the mal-
ach’s form is created, and then when he 
goes and acts on that thought, a neshama 
is added to his malach to make it com-
plete. The Yetev Lev then ties it in with 
this week’s Parsha. He explains that the 
form of the malach is considered to be 
female, and the neshama is male. “Isha 
ki tazria”, sometimes only a form exists. 
Then, “V’yalda zachor”, eventually the ne-
shama is added when the mitzvah is com-
plete.  

Many people prefer for things that oth-
ers do for them to be wholehearted and 
perfect. If it isn’t so, they believe, then it 
isn’t worth much. But Chazal have taught 
us that “shelo lishma” is also worth some-

thing, if only because it has the potential 
to become whole eventually. It’s important 
that we see and appreciate the less than 
perfect things in life, even those done for 
a motive or incentive, knowing that they 
can, and even hoping that they do, improve; 
turning into something more meaningful 
and wholesome one day.

Let’s take a typical morning routine as 
an example. In a perfect, “lishma” world, 
your son wakes up on time, takes his cloth-
ing from the shelf, gets dressed without de-
lay and makes his bus on time. But we don’t 
live in a perfect world, and in most homes 
things do not quite go as smoothly. Per-
haps, instead of expecting perfection from 
him, that he should do things correctly and 
for the right reasons too, you might want 
to help your son get himself ready more 
smoothly, by letting him do so for other rea-
sons. Aside from getting him a good alarm 
clock, or setting out his clothes for him the 
night before, you might even consider trying 
to be up then and prepare him a hot choco-
late, or offer him some other incentive he 
can earn. 

I once advised a father to do this for his 
child and he was indignant. “What am I? 
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Dear Rabbi Gruen
In our marriage, there is no gift giving at all. We see gifting as impractical. If any of 
us needs anything, we can get it ourselves. If my husband buys something for me and 
I won’t like it, I end up returning it. He knows this, and the same is true for him with 
gifts from me too. 
Is this okay or should I try to change it? I know people do this especially before a Yom 
Tov or after a baby. Is it worth the extra money? Am I depriving my marriage by not 
making this happen?
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First let’s take a moment to thha knk 
Hashem that this is all that you are Hashem that this is all that you are
struggling with. It should never be tak-
en for granted when the questions or 
challenges one is faced with are minor 

while it and even relatively trivial. Yet
is not a major problem, it is still some-is not a major problem it is sti
thing that is worth discussing, and is 
true for gift givers and non-gift givers 
alike. 

My son’s slave? Why do I need d toto pprerepapare his 
drink?” No, dearar ffata heh r, yyouu are not yyour chchild’s 
seervrvanant.t. BButut yyoou havave e a goal and, evven thohougugh 
his reachingng tthihiss gogoal in this mannen r might 
technicalllly beb  coonsidederer d “shelo lishmma”, as 
alalll he really cares s for r ppresently is the ddrink, 
tthis is one waway that might help you be ablble to 
reach your goal faster, having him grow innto 
reachingng something more “lishma”. In fact, on 
a dayy wwhenn you are not available to prepare his 
drink,k, hhee mmight still get ready on time because 
he is already used to it. And that will be the day 
whenn hhisis “shshele o lishmama” beecocomem s “lishma”.. 

This canan be donene wwhehen dealing with adudults 
as welll. OOf  cocouru se we wantnt oourur wives to be
calm even thoughh wwe come hhomome late or oour 
employees to be diligegent out oof f the goodnesss
ofo  their hheaeartrts. Butut mmosost t people aarere hhuman andd
very far from m peperfect. Theerefore, innststead of ex-
pectctiningg ththem to be superhuhuman, tryry tto incen-
tivivizee, , prepare proactively, oor be on n yyour own
best bbehehavior instead of cononststantlyy challeng-
ing peooplee tto see how far thheir totolelerance lev-
el willl l take thehem. Maybe one day yyour actions 
will ppayay off andd have someonne else actually
toleratee more and bebehave nicer ttoward you.



It’s important to remember that gift givining 
is not an enndd unntoto itself. It’s not about finding 
out your spoususee nneeds something, buyinngg it for 
him, and tthehen ththey have it. If that is ttheh  case, 
ththene  it t isis indeeed way more practicalal to have 
theme get it foor themselves. Thiss iis s especially 
true when a wiwifef  buys heherr huhusbsbanandd a gift using 
his money. 

The main idea of a gift is thehe thought that 
went into it, and the feelings it rerepresents. ByBy 
giving  a gift, you are letting sosomemeononee knknow 
that you thought about them, you care about 
what they might need, and they are important 
enough to you for you to go out and choose aa 
nice gift for them. 

When choosing to gift your spouse, make 
sure that the thought behind it remains the 
focus of it. Some people tend to overdo it by 
buying too many or too extravagant presents. 
Never forget that it’s often more about the 
note that goes with the gift than the gift itself. 

•
At times it really isn’t practical to get your 

spouse a gift, either because you’re not sure 
what they need or it’s something they need to 
choose themselves. In such cases it is okay to 
get them a gift certificate, even though it isn’t 
as personal. When given over correctly, it still 
carries the same message: that you went out 
and spent money on your spouse so that they 
can buy something for themselves in your 
name. Of course, if you add a nice note, that’s 
even better. Another option is to offer to go 
along with them when they choose their gift, 
so that you experience the purchase together. 

•
We can take a lesson on gift giving fromm 

the mitzvah of mishloach manos. The gogoala  
of mishloach manos is to foster friendndshshipip,,
“a person to his friend”. If Chazal would have 
wanted us to enjoy a hamantash and a mini 

liquor on Purim, they would just have told us 
to go to the store and get it for ourselves. But
they understood that when we receive a pack-
age from someone, even if it is rather insignif-
icant and we could’ve gotten it ourselves, the
fact that the giver went to all that trouble to 
prepare it for us fosters love, friendship, and 
connnnece tion. 

Gifts are actually one of - whhatat’s’s kknown
as - the five love languages, bbutut iit’t s importt--
ant not to get carried awayy with tthhis innfoforma-
tion. Even though onee ttypee ooff ““love lalanguaagege” 
is more dominantnt iin yoyouurself oor r yyour spooususe,e,
it’s never aa ggoood idea too jujustst sstatay stucuckk onon one. 
Therre e aare several ways to shshow that you carere
for each other, and it doeoesnsn’t’t aalwlways have to be
the same way, gifting g isis oonllyy one off aa ffewew wwayayss 
to demonstrate your love. You dod n’t hah ve to doo
all five things at all times, but there’s certainlyy
a time for all of them, and relying on only one e
is not either a good idea, even to someonene wwhoho
does appreciate it. There are soo mmanany y wawaysys to 
show him or her how much they mean to you.

•

Another point to remember, even though
you set up your home as gift-free, is that
avoiding gifts should not cause you to forget 
an occasion. Even without the gift to mark it,
it is still appropriate to mark special occasions 
in some way. When a major event comes and 
goes without mention from one’s spouse, it can
be quite disappointing. It feels like you didn’t
think about them. If you don’t think a gift will
do it, you can try verbally congratulating them 
on the occasion. You can even just bring home 
a little treatat ffroromm ththee grgrococerery y storree oror ssimply 
write a ninicece ccard. 

There are many ways to gift each oth-
er, anandd itit ddoeoesn’t have to be anything major
oror even tangiblele.. It is just used as a way to 
demonsstrtratatee hohoww mumuch you think of each oth-
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er, and this is something that eeveveryry rrelelation-
ship can benefifitt frfromm. 

•
But t asas mmuuch asas you might feel okkayay with-

ouout t a gift, or even beb tterer wwithout it, it’s immport-
aant to rremememembeber that the Torah says thatt men 
are obligated to buy clothing and/or jewelelry 
for theiirr wives in honor of Yom Tov. One couldld 
argue tthatat tthis was instituted because women 
did noot hahavve their own money, but it’s not likely 
because it doesn’t say anywhere that an un-
married woman who ddoess hhavave her own moon-
ey is oboblligagatetedd toto get ssomo ething fforor hherselff.. ItIt 
seems obviiououss ththenen, , ththata  it isn’t about reececeiviv--
ing sosomethinngg neneww for Yom Tov as much as it 
iss rrececeieiviv ng somomethihingn  new for Yom Tov from 
yoyouur husband. Chazazal understood that this is
a vital building blockck ttoo shalom bayis, well be-
fore the “love language theory” came to be, 
and we don’t need to be smarter than them. 

There’s something about receiving a gift. 
We often see Bar Mitzvah boys proudly lugging 
home a huge package of gifts after their Bar 
Mitzvah. What’s in there? Seven sets of Mish-
na Berurah… The kid knows that, but he would 
still prefer to get that than nothing at all.

•
But there’s another important part of gift 

giving and receiving that you may have a mis-
take about. Gifts have to be received gracious-
ly, too. The way you receive the gift plays a ma-

jor role in ththe resultltss. IIff yoyou run and exchaange
every gigiftft tthahatt yoy urur spousee gegetsts you, thenn it 
will obviously leaveve aa sour tastte e ini  their mouuth
and they won’t bee teemmpted to ddoo it again verry 
sos on. Evenen iiff the e ggiftt iisnsn’t your fafavovorite, thank k
your spouse e pprofusely ana d compmpliliment his
choioicece. WaW it a bit before yoyou exchanngege it; first,
beeccausu e the gift might grooww on youu, , and sec-
ond, sso o tht at it doesn’t look llikkee youu can’t wait
to get hhis oorr her gift off your hhandsds. . SSometimes 
it’s eveven wortrthh keeping someething g you’re not
so happpyp  with, jusust to make the e giver feel good.
See it aas “giving” iinstead of “rreceiving”, and
feel gooodd about it.

If you think your spouse does not know
how to accept your gifts, think about how you 
can change, by thinking of what will be appre-
ciated and how, which can be easier than try-
ing to change the way someone else accepts
what you choose. Maybe you can change the 
way you present it. Maybe you can accept their 
gifts more graciously, making it less about fig-
uring out what to buy, and more about who it is 
that bought something. 

Both giving and receiving is an art and 
while many a marriage can be just fine without 
it, it might pay to learn how to do it properly,
especially with a spouse, as it can enhance the 
peace and harmony in your home. 

Wishing you all the best,

Rabbi Shimon Gruen
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