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Chapter XLVIII: Shoftim (Deut. 16:18-21:9)

Essay 4. Avoid soothsayers and diviners
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There is a Midrash Yalkut Shimoni on the verse, “So you are My witnesses, declares
the L-rd, and I am G-d.”' The Midrash interprets: “When you are My witnesses, I am G-d, but
when you are not My witnesses, it is as if I am not G-d.”>
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For the purpose of clarifying this Midrash, it seems to say that when Israel is
righteous, they fear neither diviners, nor magicians, nor sorcerers, as it is written, “Lo, there
is no soothsaying in Jacob, no magic in Israel.”® Thus it is said in the 1% chapter of tractate
Chullin:

“There is none other beside Him,”* even sorcery is not real. A certain

woman would try to take dust from beneath the feet of Rabbi Chanina [in order to
harm him through sorcery]. He said to her: Take it, but the matter will be ineffective
for you, as it is written: “There is none other beside Him.” But is that so? Doesn’t
Rabbi Yochanan say: Why is [sorcery] called keshafim [0®w>]? [It’s an
acronym for] mach’chishin pamalya shel mala [7°¥n Y0 ®5n0 owonon] [“they
diminish the Heavenly entourage”] [which suggests that sorcery does have
efficacy]. Rabbi Chanina is different, as his merit is great [so sorcery has no
effect on him].

- Chullin 7b

: English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://zstorah.com
! Isaiah 43:12.

2 Yalkut Shimoni on Torah 271:5; Sifrei Devarim 346:2.

3 Num. 23:23.

4 Deut. 4:35.




It’s found that when Israel has great merit, the sorcerers have no power, and it’s recognized
that “there is none other beside Him.” But—may it not happen to us—when Israel does not
have merit, then [those who would harm us] are called sorcerers, for they diminish the
Heavenly entourage, G-d forbid. This is the meaning of Yalkut Shimoni saying, “When you
are My witnesses, I am G-d.” But when we are not His witnesses, then He does not protect us
from sorcery, and it seems as though there are other gods that exist and have power over us.

TP 2Y 07393 N2 938, METPI NG P APIS D X N197pm 7310 28 0¥y 23% *07 7] 7Y oyui)
T DORYDN OPXY "D TeRTI9TIRG" 20091, 0019 TR 2y 0 oipp Py i) iy X oy on
0739 737 2N MW 07 TRY 0790

The reason for this is that the essence of the prosecuting angels and the klipot only
have a grip on the rear side of holiness, and not on the countenance of holiness, G-d forbid.
When Israel does the will of the Omnipresent, they are guarded from the countenance of
holiness, and it is written, “the light of the king’s countenance is life,”> and they do not fear
from the magicians, who do not have permission to come near the countenance of holiness.
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This is what the Holy One, Blessed be He, meant when he said to Abraham, “walk
before me and be blameless,”® for one who trusts in G-d and does not pay attention to
soothsayers and sorcerers and fortune-tellers is called blameless. This is as it is written, “be
blameless with the L-rd, your G-d,”” and adjacent to it is written, “for these nations that you
are to dispossess do indeed resort to soothsayers and to diviners, but you do not.”® If so, when
you will walk before me, and you will merit to enjoy from the light of G-d’s countenance,
certainly you will be blameless, for you won’t fear from any soothsaying or magic.
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This is what Rabbi Akiva said, “How fortunate are you, Israel; before Whom do you
purify yourselves,” for you merit the light of G-d’s countenance. As we find in the 12"

5 Prov. 16:15.

6 Gen. 17:1.

7 Deut. 18:13.

8 Deut. 18:14.

° Mishnah Yoma 8:9; Yoma 85b.



chapter of tractate Shabbat, entitled, “One who builds,” it is said that children who only knew
the alphabet interpreted the letters homiletically:

[The letter] kuf [represents the word] holy [kadosh] [WiTp] [referring to
G-d]. [The letter] reish [represents] a wicked person [rasha] [v¢7]. What is the
reason the kuf faces away from the reish? The Holy One, Blessed be He, said:
I am unable look at a wicked person. '’

- Shabbat 104a
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Now that we’ve discussed this Mishnah of Yoma, it is appropriate to offer an
explanation. It is taught there:

Rabbi Elazar ben Azarya taught: “[For on this day, atonement shall be
made for you, to purify you] from all your sins; you shall be purified before the
Lord.”!! For transgressions between a man and the Omnipresent, Yom Kippur
atones. However, for transgressions between one person and another, Yom Kippur
does not atone until he appeases the other person.

Rabbi Akiva said: How fortunate are you, Israel; before Whom do you
purify yourselves, and Who purifies you? Your Father in Heaven, as it is stated:
“And I will sprinkle pure water upon you, and you will be purified [from all your
uncleanness, and from all your idols, I will purify you].”'? And it says: “The
mikveh of Israel is the L-rd.”"3

- Mishnah Yoma 8:9; Yoma 85b

Question 1: We need to check what the connection is between the words of Rabbi Akiva
and the words of Rabbi Elazar ben Azarya.

Question 2: Also, if they had already purified themselves, which has the meaning that
they acted upon themselves, then how do we find a place to say “Who purifies you”? Haven’t
they already purified themselves?

Question 3: Why did [the Mishnah] bring two proofs that G-d cleanses us, from Ezekiel
and from Jeremiah?

10 Actually, the reish faces away from the kuf; so it is the wicked person who does not want to look toward G d.

' Lev. 16:30.

12 Ezek. 36:25.

13 Jer. 17:13. This is sometimes translated as, “the sope of Israel is the L-rd,” but in this context, it is interpreted
as the ritual bath that removes many spiritual impurities.
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It can be said that the words of Rabbi Elazar ben Azaria mean that even without
repentance, Yom Kippur effects atonement, from which we derive that for sins between man
and the Omnipresent, Yom Kippur atones alone. But concerning sins between one person
and another, Yom Kippur does not atone until he appeases the other person. This means that
for sins between man and the Omnipresent, there is no need to appease the Omnipresent.
This is apparently not according to the halacha, for Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi is of the opinion
that Yom Kippur atones even without repentance, and the rabbis disagree with him, that it
only atones with repentance, and it is known that the halacha accords with the rabbis.*
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Because of this, Rabbi Akiva came to add, “Fortunate are you, Israel, before Whom
do you purify yourselves,” in order to clarify his words, which at first glance are like those
that the rabbis also brought. This is because of the distinction that exists in sins between a
person and the Omnipresent, and sins between one man and another person. The difference
is that with the Omnipresent, it is enough that he should desire in his heart to repent, but
with sins affecting another person, it is necessary that he appease him.

Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah informs us that for sins between man and the Omnipresent,
Yom Kippur atones through feelings of repentance alone, but for sins between one person
and another, he needs to appease him with actions or with speech, and it’s not enough
through feelings of repentance.

This is the answer to question 1, the connection between the words of Rabbi Akiva and the
words of Rabbi Elazar ben Azarya.

14 Shevuot 13a; Yoma 85b.
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The second question dealt with Rabbi Akiva first saying that we purify ourselves, but then
rhetorically asking Who purifies us.

And now Rabbi Akiva said: “Fortunate are you, Israel, before Whom do you purify
yourselves,” as if to say, by feelings alone, which only the Omnipresent recognizes, you are
immediately called “righteous” and no longer called “wicked.” However, these feelings don’t
have the power to endure. Because one needs to perform good deeds and undergo afflictions
to annul the accusing angels, who accuse and lead one astray, he thus continued to say, “And
Who purifies you,” which means a complete purification. If you will only have feelings of
repentance, can you be completely purified without good deeds or undergoing afflictions? Or
how will this feeling endure, so you won’t continue with the same sins?

The solution to the question, “Who purifies you,” is “Your Father in Heaven.” This is as
it is written, “And I will sprinkle pure water upon you, and you will be purified,” as if to say,
“As soon as you have feelings of repentance, I will sprinkle pure water upon you from a
distance. [From a distance,] because you are still impure in action, as you have not yet
performed good deeds, and your limbs and bodies which were impure from sins haven’t
become purified.”

The words “pure water” [mayim tehorim] [2>7i70 %] have the same Gematria, 360, as
“rebellious” [shovavim] [0°22i¥]. This [means] that He will send [those who have only begun
the process of repentance] help from the seat of holiness, from Heaven. Thus, the feeling of
repentance will be strengthened in their hands and will be led to accomplish complete
repentance. This is the meaning of the word “and you will be purified” [u tehartem] [an7703],
as if to say that they should perform a complete repentance.
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After they have done everything within their power to do, if it is still not sufficient to
completely annul the prosecuting angels and to correct every twisted thing, the Holy One,
Blessed be He, is “good and forgiving.”!® He will consider it as if you have performed a

15 The first edition had the erroneous text “op n¥un 251 [“from all your sins”], from Lev. 16:30.
16 Ps. 86:5.



sufficient repentance. This is the meaning of “from all your uncleanness and from all your
idols, I will purify you.”
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The third question asked why the Mishnah of Yoma brought two proofs that G-d cleanses.

If you will say, why is it first written, quoting Ezekiel, “and you will be purified,” if
they still have impurities and idols, because of this possible objection, he also says, quoting
Jeremiah, “the mikveh of Israel is the L-rd.” We hold that a man is obligated to purify himself
by going to a mikveh on a Festival.'” Even though at this time we are all impure from contact
with the dead, nevertheless those who are meticulous are careful with this immersion,
because the purification hints at the purification of the soul. Through the purification of the
body, the purification of the soul is aroused and refined, as the Kabbalists have written.

Even here, when it says, “the mikveh of Israel is the L-rd,” just as a mikveh purifies
the impure, it is as if to say that they are still impure, as they are not able to be completely
purified. Therefore, the mikveh adds holiness to them and arouses the purification of the
soul.

Similarly, the Holy One, Blessed be He, purifies Israel little-by-little, even before they
are completely pure, so that this partial purification will give them the strength and courage
to strengthen their purity.

See further above in parashat Acharei Mot (essay 3), and below in parashat Vayeilech
(essay 4, the text “and according to this explanation™).
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17 Rosh Hashanah 16b.



