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Chapter XLVII: Re’eh (Deut. 11:26-16:17)

Essay 1. The blessing and the curse

“See, this day I set before you blessing and curse: the blessing, when you will hear the
commandments of the L-rd, your G-d, that I command you today; and the curse, if you do not obey
the commandments of the L-rd, your G-d . . .” — Deut. 11:26-28
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There is a Midrash Rabbah on the verse, “Hear and listen; don’t be haughty, For the L-rd
has spoken.”!

“Hear” the words of the Torah, “and listen” to the words of the Torah.
What is [the meaning of] “do not be haughty” [tighahu] [1723n]? Do not cause
goodness to ascend [tighehu] [7723n] so that it does not come into the world.
“For the L-rd has spoken”—where did He speak? “If you are willing and heed,
the goodness of the land you will eat. But if you refuse and are defiant, you will
be devoured by the sword, as the mouth of the L-rd has spoken.”? What is [the
meaning of], “if you are willing and heed”? Rabbi Elazar said: “The sword and
the [Torah] scroll descended intertwined from Heaven. [G-d] said to them: ‘If
you perform what is written in this scroll, you will be saved from this sword.
If not, you will be killed with this sword.’. . . So, the Holy One blessed be He,
said to Israel: ‘If you perform My will, here is the goodness and the blessing.
If not, here is the curse.” ”

- Deut. Rabbah 4:2

’ English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://zstorah.com .
Jer. 13:15.
2 Isaiah 1:19-20.
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Question 1: Investigation is required what difficulty he had, that he said, “What is [the
meaning of], ‘if you are willing’ ”? Isn’t it an obvious condition, that if one obeys the mitzvot,
G-d will reward him with goodness?

Question 2: Also, why did he ask, “What is [the meaning of], ‘if you are willing,” ” but
he didn’t ask also “what is [the meaning of], “But if you refuse and are defiant, you will be
devoured by the sword, as the mouth of the L-rd has spoken™?

Question 3: Also, the Torah speaks of “blessing and curse,” so why does Rabbi Elazar say
“the goodness and the blessing”?

Question 4: Also, since he did say that, he should have said, “Here is the bad and the
curse,” parallel to “the goodness and the blessing.”
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It is said in the Midrash on the verse, “Who can confront Me that I should repay him?

Everything under Heaven belongs to Me!”:

Who has performed circumcision for me before I gave him a male child?
Who made a parapet for me before I gave him a roof? Who made a mezuzah
before I gave him a house? Who made a tassel for me before I gave him a
prayer shawl?

- Lev. Rabbah 27:2

We find that the Holy One, Blessed be He, initially presents goodness, and afterwards, if the
people merit, He will add a blessing for them. But if they do not merit, He will make them lose
the goodness that initially came to the world undeserved, through His great kindness. Thus,
the answer to Question 3 is that Rabbi Elazar states “the goodness and the blessing” to emphasize
that we initially receive an undeserved goodness, and only then is there a test to see whether we
fulfill His commandments, in which case we get to retain the initial goodness, as well as receiving
a further blessing.

3 Job 41:3.
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Therefore, [our Midrash] said “Hear” the words of the Torah, “and listen” to the
words of the Torah, as if to say, “learn the Torah and guard its commandments, and do not
cause goodness to ascend so that it does not come into the world.” Regarding the goodness
that the Holy One, Blessed be He, gives to the world through His great kindness, e¢.g., the
house, and the prayer shawl, and male children in order that their fathers will circumcise
them—do not cause Him to prevent them from coming, when He sees that you do not fulfill
His commandments. “For the L-rd has spoken”—where did He speak? “If you are willing
and heed, the goodness of the land you will eat. But if you refuse and are defiant, you will be
devoured by the sword, as the mouth of the L-rd has spoken.”
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The plain meaning of the Scripture, “if you are willing and heed,” appears the opposite
of what we have said, and because of this, [the Midrash] asks, what is the meaning of “If you
are willing and heed, the goodness of the land you will eat.” That is, “if you are willing and heed”
seems to mean that until they will be righteous, the Holy One, Blessed be He, won’t give them
goodness. But we’ve said that G-d gives goodness first, and then will add to it if the people are
righteous. The solution of the Midrash is that, “the sword and the [Torah] scroll descended
intertwined from Heaven; [G-d] said to them: ‘If you perform what is written in this scroll, you
will be saved from this sword.”

Now, if there is a scroll, and within it is written a commandment of a parapet, a
commandment of prayer shawl and mezuzah, and a commandment of circumcision, it’s
obligatory that there already be goodness in the world. Thus, the Scripture, “if you are willing
and heed, the goodness of the land you will eat” is only speaking of the goodness that comes
after the fulfilment of the commandments. Because of this, [Rabbi Elazar] concludes, “here
is the goodness and the blessing”: the goodness that precedes the fulfilment of the
commandment, and the blessing that comes after the fulfilment of the commandment. That
is the answer to question 1, why the author of the Midrash asked “What is [the meaning of], ‘if
you are willing.” ”” It doesn’t refer to the initial goodness, which is given unconditionally, but only
to the blessing that comes after the fulfilment of the commandment.



“If [you do] not [perform my will], here is the curse,” and to answer question 4, there
is no need for the Midrash to say the parallel construction, “here is the bad and the curse.” That’s
because the test, “If you do [or do not] perform My will” is only talking about what happens after
the initial giving of goodness. It’s true that with regard to “If you perform My will,” Rabbi Elazar
said, “here is the goodness and the blessing,” but the goodness was already given, and all that is at
stake is whether the person gets to keep the goodness and receives an additional blessing. So for
the case “If you do not perform My will,” as there has already been an initial gift of goodness,
there is no need to say “the bad.”

Also, regarding question 2, it is not difficult that it says, “But if you refuse and are
defiant, you will be devoured by the sword, as the mouth of the L-rd has spoken.” This doesn’t
contradict anything previously discussed. That is why the author of our Midrash didn’t ask about
that statement.
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Question 5: According to this way of understanding, we will solve everyone’s question:
Why does Scripture says: “See, this day I set before you blessing and curse: the blessing, when
you will hear the commandments of the L-rd, your G-d, that I command you today.” Shouldn’t it
have said, “if you will hear,” to be parallel to “and the curse, if you will not hear the
commandments of the L-rd, your G-d”?

The answer is that according to our way of understanding, it is fine. G-d is saying: I am
advancing the blessing or the goodness, which is a prayer shawl, a house, etc., in order that
you will be able to hear and to fulfill the commandments. I.e., Scripture only speaks of “the
blessing,” but the Midrash speaks of “the goodness and the blessing,” clarifying that G-d provides
goodness before testing us to see if we follow His mitzvot. So the Scriptural reference to “the
blessing” incorporates “the goodness.” As “the goodness” is given freely by G-d even before
testing us, Scripture says “when you will hear.” That part is not conditional, so “when” is
appropriate. In contrast, for the later, “if you will not hear,” that relates to whether we fulfill the
commandments, which is conditional, so “if” is appropriate.
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Question 6: Regarding the verse, “See, this day I set before you blessing and curse,” as to
the reason that it said the word “see” in the singular tense, and afterward said “I set before
you” in the plural tense, [in order to answer] it can be said what is said in the Gemara. “When
the community is immersed in suffering, a person may not say: I will go to my home and I



will eat and drink, and peace be upon you, my soul.”* “If he does so, let him not see the
consolation of the community.”’ Therefore, Scripture said, “You are the individual between
me giving the community a blessing or a curse. See for yourself to join them; don’t set yourself
apart from the community.
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Question 7 relates to the Midrash’s parable that “the sword and the [Torah] scroll descended
intertwined from Heaven.”

To understand the above parable, i.e., what is the relationship of the sword with the
scroll here, it can be said that the wise men of ethics wrote that the sword in the hand of the
wise is a great benefit to the people of the nation, but in the hand of the foolish it [creates]
ruin and great loss.

So too with the scroll, for the rabbis of blessed memory said, “For those who are right-
handed [toward Torah, engaging in its study with sincerity], it is an elixir of life, but for those
who are left-handed, it is a deadly poison.”® For if one has knowledge, but he questions the
words of the rabbis of blessed memory, and he is inclined toward heresy and explains the
words of Torah in a manner not in accordance with the halacha—as the fool does when the
sword is in his hand—then he wounds and harms the entire world. Therefore, the sword and
the [Torah] scroll descended intertwined from Heaven, for one who has straightforward
knowledge is engaged in wisdom in a straight manner, and it is beneficial for him and the
entire world. The opposite is the case for the fool, G-d forbid.
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Returning to question 4, with another answer: It can also be said that there’s another
reason why it did not say, “See, here is the bad and the curse.” The curse can’t be the opposite
of the blessing; the opposite of a blessing would be its absence.

4 Ta’anit 11a.
5 Ibid.
¢ Shabbat 88b, quoting Rava.



By way of a parable on the verse, “Blessed shall you be in the city and blessed shall you
be in the country,”’ [the rabbis] of blessed memory said in the Gemara, that it means that your
house should be adjacent to an outhouse, and one said that it should be adjacent to a
synagogue.® If so, it would appear to say that “cursed” will be the opposite of “blessed” alone,
i.e., not near an outhouse or a synagogue. It’s not possible to say “cursed are you in the city,”’
for if so, that would mean that your house would be distant from the outhouse or synagogue,
and if so, that would only be slightly bad. I.e., it wouldn’t qualify as a curse.

Rather, a curse must mean something that goes beyond the opposite of a blessing. For
example, “cursed are you in the city,” G-d forbid, means that you don’t have a suitable house.
With thus understanding, and “blessed shall you be” means that you will not only have a house,
but you will also be adjacent to the outhouse or synagogue. For a measure of good is always
greater than a measure of retribution,'® if you do My will, here is the good and the blessing.

See the beginning of parashat Ekev, essay 1, another reason why it opens with the
singular tense and concludes with the plural tense.

7 Deut. 28:3.

8 Bava Metzia 107a.

° Deut. 28:16.

10 Sotah 11a; Sanhedrin 100b; Yoma 76a.



