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Chapter LI: Nitzavim (Deut. 29:9—30:20)

Essay 3. A blessing on the Torah
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There is a Midrash Rabbah:

“Surely, this instruction which I enjoin upon you this day is not too
baffling for you, nor is it beyond reach.”! The Rabbis said: The Holy One, Blessed
be He, said: “If you recited a blessing on the Torah, you recited the blessing for
yourself.” As it is stated: “For with Me your days will be increased, and years
of life will be added for you.”? [G-d said:] ‘If you say, perhaps I gave you the
Torah to your detriment; I gave it to you only for your benefit, as the
ministering angels desired it, but it was vanished from them,’ as it is stated: “It
is vanished from the eyes of all living and hidden from the birds of the heavens.”

- Deut. Rabbah 8:2
How would it would enter your mind to say that He gave us the Torah for our detriment?
For every mitzvah within it, don’t we receive a reward?
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It can be said what is brought in tractate Bava Metziah, chapter 7:
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! Deut. 30:11.

2 Prov. 9:11.

3 Job 28:21.




“Why is the Land destroyed”?*. . . “And the L-rd replied: Because they
have forsaken my Torah.”> Rav Yehuda says that Rav says: They did not recite
a blessing on the Torah prior [to studying it].

- Bava Metziah 85a-b

The commentators explained that since they didn’t recite a blessing, it revealed their thinking
that they didn’t occupy themselves with it because of its importance or benefit, but rather
for ulterior motives. For anyone who performs an action and derives benefit from it is
required to recite a blessing for that benefit, as we say in the 3™ chapter of tractate Berachot
entitled, “Three who eat together”: “Over [food], [which gives] temporary life, one recites a
blessing, all the more so [must one recite a blessing over the Torah, which gives] eternal life.””
Since they didn’t engage in [Torah] for its own sake, it was not able to save them from the
evil inclination, as a remedy that protects and saves.
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In the 7™ chapter of tractate Yoma, it is said: “If one is deserving, the Torah becomes
a potion of life for him. If one is not deserving, the Torah becomes a potion of death for
him. . . . For one who is deserving, the Torah refines him for life; for one who is not deserving,
it refines him for death.”’

Also, it is said in the 8™ chapter of tractate Bava Kamma: “One who is commanded
and performs a mitzvah is greater than one who is not commanded and performs it.”® The
reason for this is that when one is not commanded, such that there is no punishment for not
fulfilling the mitzvah, there is no evil inclination that incites him to fail.

In the 1% chapter of tractate Kiddushin, it is written: “My children, I created an evil
inclination. I created Torah as its antidote.”’
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With all this, we will come to an understanding of the Midrash: “If you recited a
blessing on the Torah, you recited the blessing for yourself.” That is, when you recite a
blessing on the Torah, it appears that you are deriving benefit from it, and if you are deriving

4Jer. 9:11.

5 Jer. 9:12.

6 Berachot 48b.

7 Yoma 72b.

8 Bava Kamma 87a.
9 Kiddushin 30b.



benefit from it, this is a sign that you are engaged in it for its own sake. When you are engaged
in it for its own sake, then it has every power to protect and save, and certainly it will save
you from the evil inclination. It is the antidote that is effective against the blow of the evil
inclination, and it is impossible that you will come to sin and iniquity. When you do not sin,
you will come to goodness, and this is the meaning of “you recited the blessing for yourself.”
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Now there’s room for it to enter your mind to say that it was to our detriment that the
Torah was given to us. For the Torah was given as an antidote to the evil inclination, but one
needs to engage in it particularly for its own sake, and when one does not engage in it for its
own sake, then G-d forbid, it becomes a potion of death. If so, it would have been better if
He had not given us the Torah, and then we would have not been commanded by it, for when
there is no command, there is no evil inclination. Even though we also would not have much
of a reward for fulfilling the mitzvot—for one who is commanded and performs a mitzvah is
greater than one who is not commanded and performs it—that doesn’t matter at all, for the
flip side is that we also wouldn’t have punishment. This is as it is said in tractate Kiddushin:
“[1t might] enter your mind to say: ‘If you are willing’ [you will receive] good, ‘but if you
refuse’ [you will receive] neither good nor bad.”'°

PR MWD 2897 MY I X209 ipn 1R i3 LAY MR DT IRYRY 0an3ivh KN CANY XY yAnn o7 oy
Y7 % 12 192 0O 700 2ON¥R 0 03 100 AR Y17 872 0793 WO RDR AR A7 1IRDI 227 199K ¥27 % 077
TRY 12 XD O I9°OR) 70973 1 12T DITIY A3 ynY A7 1NN 227 390K "nYan oo 1IROn" 22057
23 077 W KD 120X 10) 09713 W Y7 1 NRWT 0 P93 TWh 07 WY 0D 07I87R3 293 02T v 1%

1373 72 097 WV 0DX 1Y 920 ,ADKIT AMWE DWW A3 PRYNT? DI 1T 227 17981 DY 100 0w

Regarding this, it is explained that I only gave it for your benefit, for the ministering
angels desired it. This means that there is no room for this argument that the Torah is to our
detriment, since the ministering angels do not have an evil inclination, and even so, they
desired it.

If it’s brought that the command to follow the Torah were to cause the evil inclination,
then if they were also commanded, they would have an evil inclination as well. This is as it is
written, “Behold, He puts no trust in His servants, and charges His angels with folly,”!' which
suggests that the angels could also be incited by the evil inclination. Even so, they desired [the
Torah]. Hear from this that the reward is greater than the disadvantage.

10 K iddushin 61b.
T Job 4:18.



Maybe you would want to say that the evil inclination doesn’t rule over angels at all,
as Moses answered them in the 9" chapter of tractate Shabbat, where it is reported that he told
them: “Is there an evil inclination within you [that would need these commandments]?
Immediately they agreed with the Holy One, Blessed be He [that He made the right decision to
give the Torah to man].”!? Nevertheless, they also wouldn’t have any reward from it. Even so,
they wanted to engage in it because of its importance and benefit, even more so, you should
want to engage in it, for you stand to have a great reward from it.
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Even if you do not care about the potential reward because of the risk of punishment,
nonetheless, since there is an evil inclination among you, even if you were not commanded, it
is possible that the evil inclination will provoke you a little and cause you harm. In any case,
even if you were not given a command and warning, from now on there is no longer an
argument about punishment. You should have volunteered to engage with it because of its
importance and benefit, just as the angels wanted to do. When you have this benefit, it is
considered that you are engaging with it for its own sake. Therefore, what difference does it
make for you to be commanded? When you engage with it for its own sake, there is no evil
inclination and there is no punishment at all. Thus, [the teaching from Kiddushin] is indeed
fulfilled: “My children, I created an evil inclination. I created Torah as its antidote.” In
return, you will receive double and redoubled goodness.
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With this, the verse can be understood: “For I give you good instruction; do not
forsake my teaching.”'’ The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Israel: I have given to you good
instruction, and even if you say that it is to your detriment, that it is an inferior acquisition,
won’t it be good to you in the end? It is written in the Shulchan Aruch, Choshen Mishpat,
siman 233, se’if 1: “[If a seller sold what he thought was] bad [wheat] and it is found to be good,
even if there was no deceit around the price, the seller can renege on [the sale], but not the

buyer.”!* Therefore, it is impossible for you to leave My Torah, for the buyer cannot renege.
% % %

12 Shabbat 89a.
13 Prov. 4:2.
14 See also Mishnah Bava Batra 5:6.



