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ARE HUSBANDS COMMANDED TO MAKE THEIR WIVES HAPPY?
Rabbi Aryeh Klapper, Dean

I had the privilege many years ago of meeting the
extraordinary rosh yeshiva/novelist Rav Chaim Sabato at a
family picnic/soccer game. After some goodnatured badinage
(=trash talk) about the unfortunate consequences of my
choosing to play in sandals, we got into a more serious
conversation about my beard. I told Rav Sabato that I
intended to shave on my first wedding anniversary, once the
mitzvah of making my wife happy had expired. He insisted
forcefully that the mitzvah applied throughout one’s lifetime.

I hope that I’'ve succeeded in living by his ruling, and it is of
course a stringency that all husbands should adopt voluntarily
and with gusto. But nonetheless “this too is Torah, and I need
to learn”. So a score and more years later, I am finally willing,
albeit with trepidation, to start an in-depth look at the topic.

Devarim 24:5 reads as follows:
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When a man takes a new wife
He does/ must not go out in the army
and it may not impose on him for any matter
He will/ must be clear to bis house for one year
and he will] must gladden his wife whom he took.

Midrash Halakhah focuses on the apparent redundancy of
concluding phrase “whom he took”. Since halakhah ordinarily
requires the consent of both parties for marriage, how might
she have become his wife, if not via his taking her? The answer
given in Mishnah Sotah 8:4 is that the extra phrase extends the
obligation even to a wife via levirate marriage.
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“be will/ must gladden bis wife” — this refers to his wife;
“whom he took” — to include his levirate wife.

This answer seems to point to another problem. Why is it
necessary to include a second mention of “his wife” at all?
Morteover, this redundancy seems related to the odd structure
of the unit, which brings up “gladdening his wife” only after
interposing a set of specific don’ts. Compare Dvarim 20:7:
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Any man who betrothed a woman but did not take-her-as-wife — he
may/ must go return to his house
lest he die in the battle, and another man take her

Devarim 20:7 focuses exclusively on the man’s expectations,
whereas the section in our parshah mentions only the woman’s
expectations. (Targum “Yonatan’ translates our verse as “he
must rejoice with his wife”, but Rashi rejects this because the
text is pointed vesimakh, which is transitive.)

This different focus may also explain the midrash halakhah’s
approach to “a new wife”. A beraita on Sotah 44a explains that
this means “new to him”, so that it includes widows and
divorcees, and excludes only remarriage to one’s own divorcee.
In other contexts, such as the recitation of Sheva Berakhot, the
rabbis indicate that men’s emotional expectations are on
average lower when they marry previously married women.

Yet here, there is no difference, because such women’s
expectations are not lower. (Ibn Ezra reports that “some say”
that we translate “new wife” as “virgin”, but this position has
no impact in halakhah.)

Presumably, we can put the “new wife” together with “the
wife whom he took” to create a composite legal set of wives,
namely any wives, whether freely chosen or levirate, whether or
not previously married, so long as they were not previously
married to this husband. Husbands of these wives are exempt
from army service and clear to their houses for the year after
marriage, so that they may gladden their wives.

The simplest reading of this is that husbands are obligated
to gladden their wives so long, and only so long, as they are
exempt from army service. This is the approach I had
assumed, and it seems clearly taken by Rambam in Sefer
HaMitzvot DO #214:
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The 2144 commandment is
that we are commanded that the groom be alone with his wife for a
complete year
meaning that he may not travel ont of the city
nor go out in the army
nor have anything similar imposed on him [see DONT #311]
rather he must rejoice with ber until a full year from the day be comes in to
her

However, Rav Sabato’s reading is adopted by Sefer Mitzvot
Katan (=SMK) #285:
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To gladden his wife
as Scripture writes: “He must gladden the wife whom be took”
This DO has within it a DON'T, as Scripture says “and her times of
intimacy must not be diminished”

SMK reads the exemption from army service in the first
year of marriage as a specific consequence of a general mitzvah
to gladden one’s wife that has no expiration date. The clear
advantage of this reading is that it explains both the odd
structure of our passage and the apparent redundancy; the last
sentence is not the conclusion of the yearlong exemption from
national service, but rather serves to put that exemption into
the framework of a more general mitzvah. (Rav Yerucham
Fishel Petlow in his Commentary to the Sefer HaMitzvot of
Rav Saadia Gaon suggests that this general mitzvah may be
implied here but derived directly from other verses.)

However, Netziv in Haamek Davar uses the same structure
to make a radical claim in the opposite direction. He claims
that the husband has the option, not the obligation, to use the
time gained via exemption from service to gladden his wife.
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He will gladden his wife —
This is not a DO to gladden bis wife the whole first year,
as this is not so, and even Rabbinically his is only obligated to gladden her
Sfor one week.
Sefer Yereim already noticed this, and therefore wrote as follows:

“He nust gladden ber with anything that he knows gives her happiness”
Because it was hard to say that this is commanding to gladden all year
with wedding celebration,

Yereim explains “he will gladden” as referring to internal joy and fulfilling
her wishes

as in the verse “you bave placed joy in my beart”, and many others.

But the truth is that “he will gladden his wife” it is only a permission,
that be is permitted to stay home and gladden his wife even though all
Israel is in the suffering of battle.
One might suspect Netziv of being antiromantic. But his
next comment demonstrates the opposite:
— N7 TURE
,NT2 AMON 'NTNY XIn DYO
,0'"N 1Y) N7 " TVI 17 nWTN X'NT DIUN
,na% 7ann pnr'w nirn 221 — Dn InyT N'o* ONI
JINXT 'NwN n'e) ' 7N
RX' N7 NN
:NNANKT AIY'W 1N2 KD X7 DX
—whom he has taken
this is the reason Scripture commands these exemptions,
since she is new to bim, and they have not been rooted in life,
$0 that if he stops concentrating on her — possibly the cord will be
completely parted.
But he is permitted to leave so long as there is no external compulsion,
and it will therefore turn out naturally that he will not leave
unless it is certain that he will return to her love.

It seems to me that Netziv held that love can only flourish
in freedom. Law can give us freedom from oppression, and
thereby freedom to love, but law cannot make us love.
Moreover, no one healthy can be made happy by someone who
is compelled to fulfill their wishes, so a general mandate to
gladden one’s spouse would be self-defeating.

Netziv’s specific halakhic position is at best a minotity, and
the mainstream of Jewish tradition does not fully share his
idealistic romanticism. Rav Sabato had good reason for
preferring SMK.

But Elul is the month of romance — Ani I’dodi v’dodi li —
and therefore an excellent time for considering the power of
Netziv’s undetlying psychological claim, in both marriage and
religion.

The mission of the Center for Modern Torah Leadership s fo foster a vision of fully committed halakhic Judaism that embraces the intellectual and
moval challenges of modernity as spiritual opportunities to create authentic leaders. The Center carries out its mission through the Summer Beit
Mzidrash program, the Rabbis and Educators Professional Development Institute, the Campus and Community Education Institutes, weekly Divrei
Torah and our website, www.torahleadership.org, which houses hundreds of articles and audio lectures.


http://www.torahleadership.org/

