Today s Torah Portion: Ekev

Summary and Issues

Synopsis:

Moses continues his discourse, telling Israel that, by following all
the rules established by God, they will experience great blessings -
health, abundant produce, and fertility. All of their enemies will be
vanquished and all signs of idolatry destroyed.

A second admonition to obey the laws is followed by a brief
description of Israel’s wanderings in the desert. Despite 40 years of
hardship, their clothing did not wear out, nor did their feet swell.
Moses reminds the people to give thanks to God and maintain faith, even
after they’ve entered their bountiful land. The people should never
assume that it is by their own hand alone that they enjoy the fruits of
the land. All that they have is from God.

Moses reminds the People that by not following God’s commandments,
Israel will doom itself.

Issues:

1) Deuteronomy 8:10 lays the foundation for the Birkat Hamazon, the
Grace after meals: "When you have eaten your fill, give thanks to God
for the good land which God has given you."

The Birkat Hamazon has three blessings, thanking God for: 1) feeding
everyone; 2) for the Land and for food, and 3) for (in the future)
rebuilding Jerusalem. Why do these blessings appear, and why in this
particular order?

One possibility: Blessing #1 is a reminder of the manna which fed
our ancestors in the wilderness (see 8:16); blessing #2 relates to
8:10, "Give thanks to the Lord for the land which He has given you
(which the children of Israel are about to enter); and blessing #3
refers not only to the physical Jerusalem, but also the spiritual
Jerusalem, the Jerusalem that will exist in the time of the Messiah.
Therefore, the Grace links us to the past (#1 - manna), present (#2 -
the Land of Israel) and future (#3). In this way each meal is
transformed into a timeless, sacred experience.

What, to you, is the significance of blessing God after eating?
Why do Jews have their main "Grace" after the meal, while Christians do
theirs before? (Maybe we want to see how good the food is first...)
Is it easier to be thankful on an empty or full stomach?

2) The popular expression that we not live by bread alone comes from
Deuteronomy 8:3. This saying, however, eliminates the second half of
the verse and completely changes the meaning. Compare the implications
of the complete verse with the popular expression. Which do you



prefer?

Woodie Allen: "Man does not live on bread alone. At times there
must be a beverage."

- 3) Looking at verse 8:18, how would this attitude toward the source
of one’s wealth influence the way a person lives? The way he gives?
Is this attitude common nowadays? How would the world be different if
it were more common?

4) The second paragraph of the Shma is found in this portion. Find
it. Many people have trouble taking its words literally. It is
perhaps helpful to recall that this message was intended for the entire
nation, not individuals. In other words, if Joe Cohen eats a ham
sandwich, it doesn’t mean the rains will stop falling and there will be
no wheat for Joe Cohen. However, if an entire nation falls into
immoral behavior, mistreating its citizens, its guests, its animals and
its ecology, eventually that nation will suffer.

How will it suffer? Think of all the "great" nations and empires in
the history of the world. What brought about their decay? The second
paragraph of the Shma is as important to us today as it was to the
ancient Israelites.

5) In Ekev, people are commanded to befriend the stranger. (10:19)
How does this community formally welcome new families or individuals
into the area? How do you?

6) Moses tells the people that they are required to "fear" God.
Yirah usually means fear. In the Shma we are commanded to love God
"V Ahavta..." How can such emotions be commanded? How does love or
fear for a parent, for instance, originate? Do we need to fear in
order to "behave"? How should fear be interpreted here - as "respect,"
or "follow the commandments of..." or "be afraid and run away from..."?

"He who truly fears a thing flees from it, but he who truly fears
God flees unto Him"

"I fear God, and next to God I chiefly fear him who fears him not."

—-— two sayings by medieval Moslem commentators



DEUTERONOMY 11:12-14 ‘EKEV

NJPS

which the LORD your God always keeps His eye, from year’s

beginning to year’s end.

13, then, you obey the commandments
that I enjoin upon you this day, loving the
LORD your God and serving Him with all
your heart and soul, 1 will grant the rain
for your land in season, the early rain and
the late. You shall gather in your new grain

RASHI 12 It is a land which the LORD
your God looks after. He looks after all
lands, doesn’t He? “Who cut a channel for
the torrents and a path for the thunder-
storms, to rain down on uninhabited land,
on the wilderness where no man is” (Job

12]¢ is a land which the LORD your God looks after, on  OJPS

Exflerwé 06T 113-1)
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123 land which the LORD thy God careth for; the eyes of
the LORD thy God are always upon it, from the beginning of the

year even unto the end of the year.
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BAnd it shall come to pass, if ye shall
hearken diligently unto My command-
ments which I command you-this day, to
love the LORD your God, and to serve
Him with all your heart and with all your
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38:25-26). But it is as if He looks after it
alone, and His care for it takes care of all the other lands as well. On which the LORD
your God always keeps His eye. To see what it needs, and to keep issuing decrees with
regard to it—sometimes for the better, and sometimes for the worse (see B. RH 17b). From
year’s beginning. When judgment is made about how the year will end.

13 If, then, you obey. “If” here logically follows v. 11. The land soaks up its water
“if you obey.” The double form of the verb “obey” in Hebrew indicates: If you “hearken”
(OJPS) to the original commandments, then you will hearken to later ones as well. See
similarly my comment to 8:19. The commandments that I enjoin upon you this day.
They should seem to you as fresh as if I were giving them to you for the first time today.
Loving the LORD your God. You must not say, “I am studying God’s law in order to
becomte rich” or “to become a rabbi” or “to get a reward”; rather, everything you do you
must do out of love, and in the end reward will come. Serving Him with all your heart
and soul. The “service of the heart” is prayer. Remember that the king said to Daniel,
“Your God, whom you serve so regularly” (Dan. 6:17). Now, was there a Jewish Temple in
Babylonia? He was referring to Daniel's praying: “Daniel ... went to his house, in whose
upper chamber he had had windows made facing Jerusalem, and three times a day he
knelt down, prayed, and made confession to his God” (Dan. 6:11). We learn the same
from the example of David, who said, “Take my prayer as an offering of incense” (Ps.
141:2). Note that “your” is plural here, in contrast to “your” of “You shall love the LORD
your God with all your heart and with all your soul” (6:5), which is singular. But that verse
was addressed to individuals and this one to the collective.

14 I will grant the rain for your land. Once you have fulfilled your obligation, I will

in its season, the former rain and the latter
rain, that thou mayest gather in thy corn,

RASHBAM commandments, it is a
land...on which the LorRD your God
always keeps His eye to water it with rain
from heaven from year’s beginning to
year’s end, giving it rain when rain is
needed. If, then, you obey the command-
ments...] will grant the rain for your
land in season and you will eat your fill
without toil. If not...He will shut up the
skies so that there will be no rain.

IBN EZRA 12 On which the LORD
your God always keeps His eye. This is
metaphoric, of course. The image is that of
someone who is always looking to see what
the land needs so he can provide it in good
time. Vv. 13-14 describe the obvious conse-
quence. Beginning. Note that x is missing
from the Hebrew word; this is a frequent
occurrence.

14 The early rain. Literally, the “indi-
cating” rain, the rain that indicates the year
will be a good cne. The late. Since the first
word refers to the early rain, this must obvi-
ously refer to the late rain.

fulfill Mine. In season. Literally, “in its time”—the nighttime, so that it does not get in your way. Another reading: “its time” is Friday
nights, when everyone is at home observing the Sabbath. The early rain. The Hebrew word is related to the verb “moisten.” This is the
rain that falls after the crop is sown, to moisten the earth and the seeds. The late. This is the rain that falls close to harvest time, to make
the stalks fill out; the Hebrew term for this rain, malkosh, sounds like “fill-stalk.” (It is actually connected with an Aramaic word meaning
“late.”) Another reading: it is an acronym for melilot and kashin, “grain” and “straw.” You shall gather in your new grain. You shall
gather it in, not your enemies—as in “Nevermore will I give your new grain to your enemies for food” (Isa. 62:8), and not as in “After the
Israclites had done their sowing, Midian, Amalek, and the Kedemites would come up and raid them; they would attack them, destroy the
produce of the land all the way to Gaza, and leave no means of sustenance in Israel, not a sheep or an ox or an ass” (Judg. 6:3-4).

NAHMANIDES

12 It is a land which the LORD your God looks after. Since this phrase does not connect God’s “looking after”

the land with rain, the midrash quoted by Rashi would seem to be implied in the text. On which the LORD your God always keeps His
eye. The talmudic comment cited by Rashi [L] conceals a profound mystery. This land is looked after by All, it is All, and all the other

lands are in Truth supported by it. [M]

13 With all your heart and soul. Rashi’s comment, which comes from the Sifrei, is to be explained as follows. God does not
miraculously provide the rain and do all the other things described here, except on the basis of how the majority of the people are acting.
But individuals will live by their own merits or die for their own sins. What our text is saying is that, if the Israelites observe all the
commandments out of perfect love, He will do all these miracles for them; if they worship idols, He wili do the opposite. You must know
that special miracles are not performed, whether for good or ill, except for those who are completely righteous or completely evil. God
treats ordinary people with good or ill that appears to occur in the normal way of the world, according to their behavior.

[L] Both here and in the previous comment, Nahmanides quotes directly without mentioning Rashi.
comment to Gen. 24:1.

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS

[M] “All" is being used here by Nahmanides to name an aspect of God; see his

12 It is a land which the LORD your God looks after. Keeping tabs on it and on its inhabitants

(Bekhor Shor). On which the LORD your God always keeps His eye. Precisely judging its inhabitants’ deeds (Bekhor Shor). Be-
ginning. This is the only occurrence of this Hebrew word (out of 51) that is missing the x (Masorah).

14 In season. Literally, “in its time”—on Tuesday and Friday nights (Bekhor Shor). You shall gather in your new grain and wine
and oil. Since I might take Josh. 1:8 literally when it says, “Let not this Book of the Teaching cease from your lips, but recite it day and

night,” this verse tells us, “You have permission to work at your occupations” (Hizkuni).

3
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7Y DEUTERONOMY 11:14-18 ‘EKEV

NJPS

not to be lured away to serve other gods
and bow to them. "For the LORD's anger
will flare up against you, and He will shut
up the skies so that there will be no rain
and the ground will not yield its produce;
and you will soon perish from the good
land that the LORD is assigning to you.
Therefore impress these My words
upon your very heart: bind them as a sign
on your hand and let them serve as a

RASHI 15 I will also provide grass in
the fields. You will not need to lead your
cattle to pasture. Another reading: You will
shear your crop all through the rainy season
and toss what you cut in front of your cattle.
Just stop doing that 30 days before harvest

and wine and oil—%I will also provide grass in the
fields for your cattle—and thus you shall eat your fill. 16Take care

OJPS
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and thy wine, and thine oil. *And I will give grass in thy
fields for thy cattle, and thou shalt eat and be satisfied. 15Take

heed to yourselves, lest your heart be de-
ceived, and ve turn aside, and serve other
gods, and worship them; 7and the anger of
the LORD be kindled against you, and He
shut up the heaven, so that there shall be
no rain, and the ground shall not yield her
fruit; and ye perish quickly from off the
good land which the LORD giveth you.
#Therefore shall ye lay up these My
words in your heart and in your soul;
and ye shall bind them for a sign upon
your hand, and they shall be for frontlets

IBN EZRA 15 Thus you shall eat
your fill. As the punctuation of NJPS
makes clear, “thus” refers to the “new grain
and wine and oil” of v. 14, not the grass

time, and your crop will not be diminished at all from its full amount. You shall eat your
fill. This is a separate blessing—that your bread will be so filled with goodness that even a
bit of it will fill your bellies and leave you satisfied.

16 Take care. Once you have eaten your fill. For it is not want, but satiety, that causes
people to rebel against the Holy One: “When you have eaten your fill... beware lest your
heart grow haughty and you forget the LORD your God” (8:12, 14). Not to be lured away.
“Away” from the Torah. To serve other gods. Once a man goes away from the Torah, he
goes and holds fast to idolatry, just as David said: “For they have driven me out today, so
that I cannot have a share in the LORD’s possession, but am told, ‘Go and worship other
gods’” (1 Sam. 26:19). Now who told him this? What he meant was, “Having been driven
away from the Torah, I am on the point of worshiping other gods”—or rather, “different”
gods. For they are different to those who worship them than the Lord is to those who
worship Him. One cries out to them and they do not answer, treating their worshipers as something “other.”

17 The ground will not yield its produce. Not even what you yourselves originally “produced” when you came to sow it: “You
have sowed much and brought in little” (Hag. 1:6). You will soon perish. On top of all the other punishments, I will exile you from the
land that caused you to sin. A parable: A king sent his son to a feast, warning him, “Do not eat more than you need to, so that you may
keep yourself clean enough to come home.” But the son paid no attention. He ate and drank far too much, and vomited all over the other
guests. They took him by the arms and legs and tossed him out of the palace. - And this will happen to you soon. “I will not give you any
leeway.” You might argue that He did give leeway to the generation of the Flood: “Let the days allowed him be one hundred and twenty
years” (Gen. 6:3). But they had no one to learn from, and you do have someone to learn from.

18 Therefore impress these My words upon your very heart. Even after you are exiled, you must mark yourselves by observance
of the commandments. Don tefillin and make mezuzot, so that they are not new to you when at last you return: “Erect markers, set up
signposts; keep in mind the highway, the road that you traveled. Return, Maiden Israel! Return to these towns of yours!” (Jer. 31:21).

mentioned in the first part of our verse.

17 Its produce. I explained this in my
comment to Lev. 26:4. You will soon per-
ish. You will be exiled from it by starvation.

18 Therefore impress these My words
upon your very heart. Since the land is
good, if you fail to impress these words on
your heart and end up perishing from hun-
ger, it is your own responsibility. A symbol.
See my comment to 6:8.

NAHMANIDES 15 You shall eat your fill. See the comments of Rashi and Ibn Ezra. In my view, the first half of the verse is not
parenthetical, as Ibn Ezra thinks; your sheep and cattle will also be able to eat their fill. As the Sifrei points out, when your animals eat
their fill they can work the land for you: “A rich harvest comes through the strength of the ox” (Prov. 14:4). Another possible reading is
that “your cattle” are provided with grass so that you may “eat your fill” of their young. This interpretation is made plausible by Jer. 31:12,
“They shall come and shout on the heights of Zion, radiant over the bounty of the LoRD—over new grain and wine and oil, and over
sheep and cattle.” And this is the correct interpretation.
18 Impress these My words upon your very heart. See Rashi’s comment. Though tefillin and mezuzot are personal obligations,
which one is required to observe every place on earth just as one would in the land of Israel, the midrash quoted by Rashi conceals a
profound mystery, to which I have already alluded in my comments to Lev. 18:25. Note that this paragraph repeats the commandments ;
of 6:7-9, implying that we are still obligated to fulfill them even after being exiled, outside the land. It is in fact from this that we learn that "'
all the commandments that are personal obligations are obligatory everywhere. We are exempt outside the land only from the com-
mandments that directly apply to the soil—e.g., the tithes and the priestly gifts. This is how the Sifrei explains it. The point of the midrash
is that “impress these My words” follows immediately upon “you will soon perish” of the previous verse. But this particular passage is
actually focused on doing these things “in the land that the LORD swore to your fathers to assign to them” (v. 21). Perhaps, though, it is
saying that you must do these things so that you may endure in the land forever—after you return from exile. According to the straight-
forward sense of the passage, it could be that the purpose of the repetition was the differences in the section about “reciting them” (v. 19);
see my next comment.

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS 16 Other gods. They are sometimes literally made into something “other”—if the idol is made of gold
and the owner needs the gold, he will replace it with one of silver; if of silver, he may replace it with one of copper {Hizkuni).

17 You will soon perish. The only other occurrence of the phrase is in Josh. 23:16 (Masorah). Rather, “you will soon be exiled.” The
Hebrew word is used this way in Isa. 27:13, “the strayed who are in the land of Assyria” (Hizkuni).

w



DEUTERONOMY 11:19-22 ‘EKEV

NJPS

them on the doorposts of your house and
on your gates—?!to the end that you and
your children may endure, in the land that
the LORD swore to your fathers to assign
to them, as long as there is a heaven over
the earth.

22]f, then, you faithfully keep all this

symbol on your forehead, and teach them to your
children—reciting them when you stay at home and when you
are away, when you lie down and when you get up; *and inscribe
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Instruction that I command you, loving
the LORD your God, walking in all His
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RASHI 19 Reciting them. From the
moment your children know how to speak,
you must teach them, “Moses commanded
us a law” (33:4), so that this is how they
learn to speak. Our Sages derived from this
verse that as soon as a child begins to speak
his father must converse with him in Hebrew and teach him Torah, and that if he does not
he as good as buries him, since the purpose of the recitation is “that your days may be
multiplied, and the days of your children” (as v. 21 really says; see OJPS). If you do so,
your days will be multiplied; if you don’t, they won’t. For with regard to words of Torah,
positive statements imply the corresponding negative, and negative statements imply the
corresponding positive.

21 The land that the LORD swore to your fathers to assign to them. He did not
swear to give it to “you,” but to “them.” We thus find that the doctrine of resurrection of
the dead can be derived from the Torah.

22 If, then, you faithfully keep. Again the Torah uses two forms of the Hebrew verb.
The Torah requires multiple “keepings” if one is to learn and not forget. Walking in all
His ways. As He is compassionate, so must you be compassionate; as He does acts of
kindness, so must you do acts of kindness. Holding fast to Him. Can one really say this?
After all, He is “a devouring fire” (9:3). Rather, you must hold fast to the Sages and their
disciples, and I will regard you as having held fast to Him.

NAHMANIDES 19 Teach them to your children—reciting them. Rather, “teach
your children to speak of them.” In 6:7 it is we who are to “recite them,” but here we are
told that we must teach our children to do so. “Impress them upon your children” of 6:7

Py N RMA

OJPS between your eyes. ?And ye shall teach them to your
children, talking of them, when thou sittest in thy house, and
when thou walkest by the way, and when thou liest down, and

when thou risest up. 2And thou shalt
write them upon the door-posts of thy
house, and upon thy gates; ?'that your days
may be multiplied, and the days of your
children, upon the land which the LORD
swore unto your fathers to give them, as
the days of the heavens above the earth.
2For if ye shall diligently keep all this
commandment which I command you, to
do it, to Jove the LORD your God, to walk

RASHBAM 21 As long as there is a
heaven over the earth. For from that
heaven I will grant the rain, and the ground
will yield its produce.

IBN EZRA 21 As long as there is a
heaven over the earth. If you do impress
these words on your heart, you will not
perish from the land, but will live there as
long as there is a heaven over the earth.

22 If, then, you faithfully keep all this
Instruction. This is not merely a condition
of remaining on the land—you will not enter
the land in the first place, let alone conquer
it, if you do not faithfully keep all the com-
mandments of the Lord. Loving the LORD
your God. In your heart. Walking in all
His ways. Never changing course or back-
sliding. Holding fast to Him. As a conse-
quence of loving the Lord and walking in all
His ways. This “holding fast to Him” is a
profound religious mystery.

uses a different Hebrew verb than does our verse; the meaning there is reaily just to “repeat” the commandments, while here we are

instructed to “teach” them so that they will understand them and can discuss them.

21 As long as there is a heaven over the earth. This too is an addition to the Deuteronomy 6 passage, invoking it throughout the
generations. Or our phrase, which literally says “as the days of the heavens above the earth” (OJPS), may be a reference to the primordial

heaven and earth of Gen. 1:1. One who is enlightened will understand.

22 Holding fast to Him. Ibn Ezra calls this “a profound religious mystery,” but that mystery is not derived from this text. He is

perhaps saying that one must love the Lord and walk in His ways in order to be worthy of holding fast to Him at last. But Josh. 23:7-8,
“Do not utter the names of their gods or swear by them; do not serve them or bow down to them. But hold fast to the LORD your God as
you have done to this day,” shows that the Israelites had already been “holding fast” to the Lord on a regular basis. So it seems that our
verse is simply another of the warnings not to commit idolatry by transferring one’s thoughts from the Lord to other gods and not to
imagine that there is any substance to idolatry: “Worship none but Him, and hold fast to Him"” (13:5). One must not worship God along
with some other god, but only Him alone, in both thought and deed. It could be that “holding fast” includes remembering God and loving
Him always, never letting your thoughts leave Him “when you lie down and when you get up” (v. 19), to the extent that even when
speaking with other people one’s thoughts remain before God. It could be that the lives of people who are on that level are “bound up in
“the bundle of life” (1 Sam. 25:29) even while they are still alive, being themselves a habitation for the Shekhinah, as the Kuzari hints.
I have already discussed this in my comment to Lev. 18:5. Joshua tells them to hold fast to God “as you have done to this day” because
while they were in the wilderness, eating manna, drinking from the well, and all in all completely dependent on miracles, their thoughts
and deeds were continuously on God. Now, in the land, once these miracles had disappeared, he warns them not to let their attention
stray from the glorious and awesome Lord.

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS 19 When you stay at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you get up.
Literally, “when you sit in your house, when you walk on the road, when you lie down, and when you stand up” (compare OJPS); walking,
sitting, lying, and standing are the four human postures (Bekhor Shor).

22 Walking in all His ways. Running your affairs in the same way that He runs His world—with righteousness and justice (Sforno).
Holding fast to Him. Perhaps, as Ibn Ezra writes, this refers to the soul’s holding fast to Him after its separation from the body

{Abarbanel).
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MARC BRETTLER
“T fyou carefully heed my command-
ments” With the commandments
(or treaty stipulations) given in the
first paragraph of the Shima, we move
on in the second paragraph to the
implications of observing or not
observing them. The reward (. 106)

LAWRENCE A. HOFFMAN

WE ARRIVE AT THE SECOND BIBLICAL SEC-
TION OF THE SH'MA: DEUTERONOMY
11:31-21, KNOWN AS ‘ACCEPTANCE OF
THE YOKE OF THE COMMANDMENTS”
(KABBALAT OL HAMITZVOT).

e

ELrLioT N. DORFF
“I’f you carefully heed
my command-

ments” Abiding by
God’s commandments
seems to guarantee
reward;  disobeying
them incurs God’s
punishment. As the
Rabbis  themselves
painfully noted, this
poses the problem that
in life “the righteous
suffer and the evil
prosper” (tzaddik vra
lo, rasha viov lo). They
consequently devised a
variety of ways (5. 107)
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101f you carefully heed my com-
mandments, the ones | command
you today, to love Adonai your
God and worship Him with all
your mind and body, then | shall
grant your land's rain in its season,
in the autumn and in the spring,
that you might gather your grain,

DANIEL LANDES
‘Taday, to love” We

pause after
“today” (hayom) so as
not to imply that we
“love” God only
“today.”

—_—

JUDITH PLASKOW
“Tf you carefully
heed my command-
ments . . .” The second
paragraph of the Shina
asserts a connection
precious  to  the
Deuteronomist but dis-

. . 1 .
wine and oil. 11 shall (. 106) puted elsewhere in the

DAvID ELLENSON

“YFf you carefully heed my command-
ments” The commentary in the

present-day Reconstructionist Ko/

Han’hamah apty describes the prob-

lem in this paragraph: Its detailed

description of the “bountiful or (. 708)

JorEL M. HOFFMAN

«©_

Bible and contested by
everyday experience: “As you sow, so
shall you reap.” Reward and punish-
ment flow directly from human
deserving; those who obey God pros-
per, and those who defy God perish.
This theology of suffering— “for our
sins we are punished”—has (. 109)

“Y command you” Plural (“ye” or “y’all”), perhaps in contrast to the singular above.
Here it is particularly unfortunate that Modern Standard English cannot con-
vey this distinction, because the paragraph alternates oddly (and perhaps even in

error) between singular and plural.

(. 109)




SH’MA

grant grass in your fields for your cattle, that
you might eat your fill. 2 Take care lest your
mind tempt you to rebel by worshipping
other gods and by bowing down to them.
13For then the fire and fury of Adonai will
turn against you. '* Adonai will stop the flow
of the sky. 1> There will be no rain. € The
earth will not grant its produce. 17 You will
quickly perish from the good land that
Adonai grants you. 18So put these words of
mine in charge of your mind and body, bind
them to your hand as a sign and set them
between your eyes as a symbol; teach them
to your children, using them when you sit at
home and when you walk about, when you lie
down and when you stand up; write them on
the doorposts of your house and on your
gates — that your days and your children's
days in the land that Adonai promised to give
to your ancestors may be as numerous as the
days that the sky overlooks the earth,
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MARC BRETTLER

for proper behavior is agricultural productivity and securing the Land of Israel, while
infraction of the treaty through the worship of other gods (which would be like dally-
ing with a rival political alliance) will occasion agricultural disaster and exile. Human
sovereigns too might threaten exile, but only God has the power to wipe out agriculture
as well.

The Hebrew here is plural, referring to the whole community, because
Deuteronomy is typically concerned with the covenant with Israel the nation, not its
individuals. The punishments enumerated (exile and agricultural disaster) are there-
fore national in scope. Elsewhere, of course (e.g., Ezek. 18), where the metaphoric
model is not a treaty, the Bible emphasizes personal responsibility, and individual pun-
ishment or reward.
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SECTION 4

ELLioT N. DORFF

to justify God (“theodicies”) in the face of the apparent failure of Deuteronomy’s neat
moral calculus, as expressed here in the Shima, believing, for instance, in a world to
come, where people’s moral accounts would be righted. Sometimes, though, they sim-
ply said that we cannot fathom God’s justice.

Why did they include this troublesome belief in the Shina, when they could have left
it out? And how could the Deuteronomist assert it in the first place? Surely the right-
eous and wicked were not justly compensated in biblical times either.

Rabbi Robert Gordis pointed out that the problem was less acute for biblical Jews
who lived before the rise of individualism, a doctrine that developed after the coming
of Greek culture. Most biblical authors— certainly in the First Temple period —
applied the doctrine of God’s justice to communities, not individuals (it was “commu-
nal providence” not “individual providence”). That is why the rewards and punish-
ments mentioned here are rain and crops, which affect whole groups, not matters that
apply to individuals alone. The story of Abraham arguing with God for the righteous
individuals in Sodom (Gen. 18:22-33) indicates that even First-Temple literature was
not completely at home with collective rewards and punishments, but the doctrine of
communal providence at least enables us to understand how God could be just even if
individually speaking, some righteous people suffer and some wicked ones prosper. God
considers us all as interwoven within our communities and therefore responsible for,
and the beneficiaries of, what the rest of the community does.

This is a much stronger sense of community than contemporary Jews, nourished on
the Enlightenment ideology of individualism, are used to. We may therefore find the
doctrine of communal providence insufficient to justify God’s morality.

Moreover, as the Shoah demonstrates, but as Jews have known in other times as
well —the Crusades, for instance — entire communities are sometimes unjustly
rewarded or punished. Yes, in all these cases, the perpetrators of evil abused free will,
but Deuteronomy’s promises do not make exception for the behavior of others. And
even if we restrict the discussion to the kind of natural rewards and punishments that
are specified in Deuteronomy, are we really willing to say that every people victimized
by drought or famine must be wicked or disobedient?

How, then, can we continue to affirm the belief in God’s justice contained in the sec-
ond paragraph of the Shina?

Contemporary Jewish environmentalists answer the objection by pointing out that
when we sin against God’s world, pollution results, with the result that clean water and
safe food become scarce. This is undoubtedly true, but Deuteronomy connects reward
and punishment to 2// the commandments, not just those connected to the environment.

My own approach combines two doctrines of the Rabbis. I too admit that in the end,
we cannot fathom God’s justice: whether we are talking about individuals or commu-
nities, it is simply not true that the righteous always prosper and the wicked suffer; and
I do not know why that is. I also believe that “the reward of performing a command-
ment is [the propensity and opportunity to perform another] commandment, and the
result of doing a wicked thing is [the propensity and opportunity to do another] wicked
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thing” (M. Avot 4:2). That is, we should do the right thing because it is the right thing
and not out of hope for reward, and we should avoid evil acts because they are evil and
not out of fear of punishment.

This approach is a far cry from the direct, reward-and-punishment thinking of the
second paragraph of the Shina, and yet I recite the Shima each day because it proclaims
God’s justice, and justice must be a critical element in the God I affirm. The calculus
of reward and punishment articulated in this paragraph may be to0 simple and ulti-
mately inaccurate, and, for that matter, it may be immoral in the first place to do the
right thing and avoid the wrong out of concern for consequences. Nevertheless, I find
this paragraph, with all its problems, central to my beliefs, for it insists starkly (even if
too starkly) that God is ultimately just.

Somehow, justice is an inherent part of the world and of God; and since God is the
model for human beings, the possibility of justice must be inherent in us as well. The
Rabbis too had problems with the doctrine of justice announced in this paragraph, but
they included it anyway because they too had a deep faith in the ultimate justice of God
as the metaphysical backdrop and support for human acts of justice.

e

DaAvip ELLENSON

devastating consequences of Israel’s collective relationship to the mitzvot. . . offers a super-
natural theology that many contemporary Jews find difficult.” Simply put, it presents a
doctrine of reward and punishment that most liberal Jews have found problematic, if not
offensive. It has therefore been removed from most liberal prayer books in the modern era.

Usually, no alternative is provided, but the Reconstructionist liturgy of 1945 sub-
stitutes Deuteronomy 28:1~6: “If you will truly give heed to the voice of the Lord your
God, by being careful to observe all of His commandments which I am giving you this
day, then all these blessings will come upon you: Blessed will you be in the city, and
blessed will you be in the country; blessed will be your basket and your kneading
trough; blessed will you be in your coming, and blessed will you be in your going.”
Kol Hanshamah follows suit, but only as an alternative, saying that Deuteronomy
28:1-6 encourages “observance in the same language [as Deut. 11], but concentrates
on the positive ways in which observance of the mitzvot focuses our attention on God’s
presence.”

The Israeli Haavodah Shebalev provides a similar option: Deuteronomy 30:15-20: “See,
I set before you this day life and good, death and evil. For I command you this day to love
the Lord your God. . . . I put before you life and death, blessing and curse. Choose life —
if you and your offspring would live — by loving the Lord your God, heeding his com-
mandments, and holding fast to Him. For thereby you shall have life and shall long endure
upon the soil that the Lord your God swore to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob to give to them.”
This passage is more consonant than the traditional one with modern ethical sensibilities,
and it concludes with a promise of long and prosperous life in Israel. Like Ko/ Hanihamab,
however, Hz'nvodah Shebalev offers it only as an alternative, not a substitute.
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SECTION 4

JoeL M. HOFFMAN
“Mind and body” As above.

“Lands rain in its season, in the autumn and in the spring” The Hebrew presupposes
the existence of the rain. God’s promise is to bring it at the right time, a fact that our
translation tries to capture. We have no words for the Hebrew yoreh and malkosh.
Birnbaum offers “autumn rains” and “spring rains,” while JPS has “early rain” and “late

rain.” The yoreb falls immediately after Sukkot, the malkosh in the Spring.
“That you might gather” Singular “you” again. One wonders why.
“I shall grant” Hebrew, natati.
“Eat your fill” As in JPS. Birnbaum offers the more literal “eat and be satisfied.”
“Take care” Again plural.

“Lest your mind tempt you” In keeping with “mind” for levav (see above, “Mind, body,
and strength”), we translate yifieh as “tempt,” with the correlative connotations of folly,
deception and persuasion.

“The fire and fury . . . will turn against you” From ch.r.h, “to burn,” but used with
anger, as an expression for getting angry. Others, “anger flare up” or “anger blaze.”

“When you sit” Again singular.
“That your days” Plural.

“As the days that the sky overlooks the earth” Probably a deliberate simile (not just an
idiom), so best translated word for word. Both Birnbaum and JPS have “for as long as,”
which misses the connection between “your days,” and “the days thar the sky overlooks
the earth.” A less literal translation might read: “. . . that your stay in the land . . . will
be as permanent as the sun’s dominion over the earth.”

i

JUDITH PLASKOW

been very powerful in Jewish history, as again and again in the face of exile and destruc-
tion, Jews accused themselves of disobedience and looked to their own behavior as the
source of their affliction. Yet, for all its importance, the notion of suffering as just pun-
ishment never entirely eclipsed other interpretations of the nature and purpose of evil.
The Book of Job constitutes a passionate attack on any simple correlation between mis-
ery and wrongdoing, and, after the destruction of the Second Temple, the Rabbis imag-
ined God as going into exile with God’s People. In the aftermath of the Holocaust, dur-
ing which it was the most pious segments of European Jewry who were most
systematically slaughtered, it is difficult to see the Deuteronomistic perspective as any-
thing but a misguided attempt to vindicate God at the expense of suffering human beings.

L
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But it is not necessary to read this paragraph of the Sha as a literal statement about
divine reward and punishment. In a world whose survival depends partly on the human
capacity to value creation and care for it wisely, it is possible to interpret the passage more
naturalistically. If we are able to develop an ecological consciousness, if we treat the earth
with respect, if we are aware that we are embedded in a great web of life of which God
is the ultimate source and sustainer, then the earth will bear fruit for us and the rain will
come in its season. But if we believe we can trample on or transcend the constraints of
nature, if we forget the sacredness of all things and make idols of our own wealth and
power, “the earth will not grant its produce,” and both we and our world may perish.
Siddur Birkat Shalom expresses these ideas in a lovely meditation on the Shima: “Israel,
your covenant with God is made of choices: holiness or profanity, life or its destruction;
you can never keep from choosing. If you set yourself to love God with everything you
have . . . God’s gifts will be yours: a vital earth, its seas and continents moving slowly in
their own way; the rain and sun and snow and clouds forming and changing. . . . But if
you forget God and choose instead to fashion gods of your own . . ., you may lose every-
thing you have. . . . This blue-green earth, so beautiful, so solitary, is as fragile as you are
and as precious. Beware lest in giving way to excess you risk too much. . . .”
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When there is a minyan, the leader says:

IF YOU WILL HEAR DN 1%
Ynv. This description of re-
ward and punishment has
been a source of theologi-
cal struggle for every Jewish
generation, including those
of the biblical era itself, and
many Reform and some
Reconstructionist congre-
gations omit this paragaph.
While our life experience
often belies a belief in di-
rect and immediate reward
and punishment, in reciting
this passage we may open
ourselves to the suggestion
that the consequences of
our moral and immoral
behavior resound in the
world—though in ways
that we may not grasp

and that are beyond our
comprehension. Jews, who
have seen empires come
and go, are witnesses to
the inner decay wrought by
corruption, injustice, and
unbounded power.

ADONAI SAID TO MOSES
YN S M N, The
ancient rabbis emphasized
that the last words of this
paragraph, about remem-
bering the exodus from
Egypt, are the prime reason
for its inclusion in the
Sh’ma. In Jewish theology,
the exodus anticipates the
redemption in the future:
true freedom. The means of
achieving redemption, we
are taught here, is remem-
bering our responsibility to
live lives that are holy.

NOT BE SEDUCED BY YOUR
EYES AND HEART T1NT} N

— NNX — O7OK Mim <

i

1"N13721 Yow nxmMp -

DIPY 1IN 02227 *I0R. The sages
comment that it is the heart that di-
rects the eyes. What we see depends
on our perspective, our point of view.

BE HOLY TPWTP DI This is the es-
sence of the Torah: to lead a holy life.
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“If You Will Hear”: An
Interpretive Translation

If you faithfully obey My
laws today, and love Me, I
shall give you your liveli-
hood in good time and
in full measure. You shall
work and reap the results
of your labor, satisfied with
what you have achieved.
Be careful, however. Let
not your heart be seduced,
lured after false goals,
seeking alien ideals, lest
God’s image depart from
you and you sink, becom-
ing desolute, and lose your
joyous, God-given heritage.
—ANDRE UNGAR

God’s Anger

The prophets never
thought that God’s anger is
something that cannot be
accounted for, unpredict-
able, irrational. It is never
a spontaneous outburst,
but a reaction occasioned
by the conduct of man....
Man’s sense of injustice is
a poor analogy to God’s
sense of injustice. The ex-
ploitation of the poor is to
us a misdemeanor; to God,
it is a disaster. Our reac-
tion is disapproval; God’s
reaction is something no
language can convey. Is it
a sign of cruelty that God’s
anger is aroused when the

rights of the poor are violated, when widows and

SR gV SHILEMN

If you will hear and obey the mitzvot that I command you this
day, to love and serve ADONAI your God with all your heart
and all your soul, then I will grant the rain for your land in
season, rain in autumn and rain in spring. You shall gather in
your grain and wine and oil; I will provide grass in your fields
for your cattle and you shall eat and be satisfied. Take care
lest your heart be tempted, and you stray and serve other
gods and bow to them. Then ApoNATr’s anger will flare up
against you, and God will close up the sky so that there will
be no rain and the earth will not yield its produce. You will
quickly disappear from the good land that ApoNat is giving
you. Therefore, impress these words of mine upon your heart
and upon your soul. Bind them as a sign upon your hand and
as a symbol above your eyes; teach them to your children,

by speaking of them when you sit in your home, when you
walk on your way, when you lie down, and when you rise

up. Inscribe them upon the doorposts of your home and on
your gates. Then your days and the days of your children, on
the land that ApoNAT swore to your ancestors to give them,
will be as many as the days that the heavens are above the
earth. Deuteronomy 1:13~21

ADONAT said to Moses: Speak to the people Israel, and in-
struct them that in every generation they shall put #zitzit on
the corners of their garments, placing a thread of blue on
the tzitzit, the fringe of each corner. That shall be your tzitzit;
you shall look at it and remember all the mitzvot of ADONAI,
and fulfill them, and not be seduced by your eyes and heart
as they lead you astray. Then you will remember and fulfill
all My mitzvot, and be holy before your God. I am ApoNAI
your God, who brought you out of the land

orphans are oppressed? . . . There is an evil which of Egypt to be your God. Iam ADONAI your

most of us condone and are even guilty of: indif- God—
ference to evil. We remain neutral, impartial, and
not easily moved by the wrongs done unto other

people. Indifference to evil is more insidious than

Numbers 15:37-41

Truly

When there is a minyan, the leader says:

evil itself,
—ABRAHAM JOSHUA HESCHEL > ADONAI your God—-truly——
A Thread of Blue
A thread of blue—blue like the sea, blue like the >
sky, blue like the color of the divine throne. g%"
~——SIFREI NUMBERS
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. which I command you (etkhem) this day.” All was cr
ated by the twenty-two letters of the Torah [from aleph to ta
the first two letters of etkhem) and every Jew contains an im
print of those letters that belong to him. All Israel contain th
twenty-two letters. These letters are renewed each day in the
various permutations. So “which I command you” can also b
read as “which I command the twenty-two letters within you,

If Israel merit this renewal, all of Creation is blessed
them. Thus: “I will put grass in your field” (Deut. 13:15) a
so forth. And this is [the conclusion of the passage] “like
days of heaven upon the earth” (Deut. 13:21). “Days” refers
spiritual lights. As long as heavenly “days” shine upon t
earth and can be revealed in the world, Israel will continue
inherit the land.
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How is it that we are capable of hearing God’s word!? What
it about the human being that gives us the consciousne
with which to respond to the divine command? The has
tradition answers that it is the Torah within us, the di
letters implanted within the human soul, that respon
those same letters when they rearrange themselves as di
commandment. The voice of Torah beyond calls forth to
Torah within. Our response brings about a renewal of life.
affects not only us but all the world around us.
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“If you surely listen to My commandments . . . to serve
with all your heart” (Deut. 11:13). RaSHI comments tha
should not study in order to become wealthy or to be ¢
“rabbi” [or for any other extraneous reason], but only 0
love.

The verse then means that the purpose of the comm
ments is to come to the love of God. How is it possibleﬁ
person to love his Creator [given the vast difference bet
God and humans]? The philosophers also ask how 2
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en God sanctified us through His commandments and
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se attached to Him. “Become attached to His ways”; the
tsvah is thus called because it indicates joining and at-
hment, as in the verse: “They are a joining of grace ... "
ov. 1:9).

od’s giving us the mitsvot was an act of unearned love. It
s to offer Israel merit that we were given so much of teach-
s and commandments, in order that we purify our deeds to
ome like our Creator. The 613 commandments purify the
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o all for the sake of love!” is a cry heard from the lips of
ystics throughout the world. Each tradition clothes this
onging in its own garb; here in the heart of a Judaism very
much centered on laws and commandments, we find a pas-
age that could be read and appreciated by anyone who has
xperienced the love of God and the attraction that ever draws
1e beloved to the One. In Judaism it is the commandments
hemselves that play this role. There is no tension here be-
ween “love” and “law.” How can there be, when the mitsvot
in all their finest detail serve as pathways to the love of God?
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:come wealthy or to be call
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When commanding the blessing after meals, the Torah says:
' .. you will eat and be sated. Take care lest . .. ” (Deut.
11:15-16). For “a person rebels only when sated.” So it appears
that [the verse] “you will eat and be sated and bless the Lord
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your land in season, the early rain and the late. You shall
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758 on v. 12.

12. always The translation, construing “always” as part of the second clause, follows the
Masoretic cantillation. However, it is superfluous in the second clause, which contains a phrase
meaning the same thing, “from the year’s beginning to year’s end.” In the Hebrew text “always”
follows “looks after” in the first clause, and it should be construed as part of that clause, modifying
“looks after.” Although this seems like a minor point, it indicates that the verse is constructed in
synonymous parallelism, in other words, that it is quasi-poetic, like the description of the promised
land in 8:7-9. These poetic descriptions show how much Deuteronomy cherishes the land.

on which the LoRD . . . always keeps His eye  On which God’s attention is always focused.26
Commentators disagree whether Moses is using this idiom to mean benevolent concern?? or judg-
mental scrutiny.28 In its benevolent sense, the idiom normally takes the preposition ! or ‘al. Our
verse, however, uses the preposition &e-, which is paralleled only in Amos 9:8, where the context is
punitive: God’s eyes are turned against the sinful kingdom. Here in Deuteronomy the meaning is
undoubtedly favorable, as indicated by the poetic style of the verse. However, the preposition be-
seems to alert the audience to the message of the coming verses: God’s protection is conditional
upon Israel’s conduct (vv. 13-17).

from year’s beginning to year’s end God is attentive to the land in every season,
“seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter” (Gen. 8:22).

13-21. Here Moses draws the conclusion from the facts he describes in Verses 10-12.
Since the land of Israel is watered by God, rainfall is conditional upon obedience to Him. In
verses 13-17 Moses describes the benefits that will follow upon obedience and the harmful conse-
quences of disobedience. Then, in verses 18—20, he stresses the value of learning and teaching God’s
commands, and in verse 21 he concludes with a promise of long tenure in the land as a result of
obedience. As Abravanel put it: “You will not prosper in that land by your own strength and ability,
for the commandments are the sole method of cultivating it.”2 These nine verses express the effect
of the commandments so concisely and clearly that they were later prescribed as part of the daily
recitation of the Shema, expressing “acceptance of the yoke of the commandments.” See Excursus 9.

13.  serving Him with all your heart In halakhic exegesis this clause is taken to show
that prayer is required by the Torah: “What service is with the heart? It is prayer.”30

14. I will grant Compare verse 15, “I will provide.” In both cases Moses is speaking in
God’s name. See Comment to 7:4, “from Me,”31

rain . . . in season Promises of rainfall often indicate that it will come in the proper
season, since for agricultural purposes rain in the wrong season is useless, at times even harmful.32

Contrary to common belief, the amount of rainfall in agricultural areas in . . . Israel is no
less than in agricultural countries in the temperate zones. The difference lies not in the
annual amount of rain, but in the number of rainy days and in the intensity of rain per hour
or per day. In . . . Israel the entire annual amount falls in 40 to 6o days in a season of
seven to eight months. In temperate climates precipitation occurs on 180 days spread over
12 months.33

Hence timing is all-important. In Israel, the first showers, known as the yoreh, fall intermittently in
October and November. They soften the soil, which is hardened and cracked from the summer, and
permit farmers to begin plowing and sowing. The rain increases from December through February,
with about seventy percent of the year’s rain normally falling in these months. The final showers, or
malkosh (“late rain), come in April or early May, right before the final burst of growth of the grain
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provide grass in the fields for your cattle—and thus you
shall eat your fill. 16Take care not to be lured away to serve
other gods and bow to them. 17For the LORD’s anger will
flare up against you, and He will shut up the skies so that
there will be no rain and the ground will not yield its
produce; and you will soon perish from the good land that
the LORD is assigning to you.

| 18Therefore impress these My words upon your very

! heart: bind them as a sign on your hand and let them serve

as a symbol on your forehead, 1%and teach them to your
children—reciting them when you stay at home and when
you are away, when you lie down and when you get up;
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and are crucial for its maturation. If the early or late rains come too soon Or ar¢ delayed, this can
unduly lengthen or shorten the growing season and stunt the growth of the grain, impede the
harvest, or cause it to rot.3¢ The talmudic treatise T ‘%#it prescribes fasting if the rain is delayed, and
it observes that rain falling after the normal rainy season was considered a curse.35

gather This verb does not refer to harvesting but to bringing crops in from the field for
processing, and to gathering in the processed products for storage.36

15. I will provide grass . . . for your cattle—and thus you shall eat Commentators have
speculated on how these two clauses are related. According to one approach, the point is that well-
fed cattle will plow better, thus increasing the harvest, or will be fatter and provide more meat.3” The
hyphens in the translation imply that the two clauses are not related, but that “you shall eat” refers
back to the produce mentioned in verse 15.38 The talmudic sage Rav construed the conjunction ve-
(here rendered “thus”) in its sense of “then” and inferred from the sequence of the clauses that the
verse is concerned with kindness to animals, indicating that one must feed one’s cattle before feeding
oneself.3?

16-17. As in 6:12 and 8:11, the promise “you shall eat your fill” is followed by a warning
to “take care” not to be led astray by satiety to forget YHVH and worship other gods. The text must
have in mind the Canaanite bz°als. These were local forms of Hadad (his epithet “Baal” means “lord,
master”),20 the deity whom Canaanites believed responsible for rain and agricultural fertility.*! The
Israelites lived among peoples who saw the control of the world as divided among many indepen-
dent divine powers. Gods of fertility were especially prominent and their lure was a recurrent
challenge to monotheism. When the Israelites left the desert and settled in Canaan, some must have
reasoned that the Canaanites’ gods were responsible for the land’s fertility, since the Canaanites had
successfully practiced agriculture before the Israelites arrived. This thinking is vividly described—and
rejected—in Hosea 2:4-19. One of the most celebrated episodes in the struggle against this tempta-
~ tion came in the days of Ahab, when YHVH first withheld rain and finally granted it when Elijah
| confronted the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel. In this way He showed that only He, and not

Baal, controls the rain (1 Kings 17-18; cf. Jer. 14:22). In our passage, as the Israelites prepare to settle

in a land where they will adopt a new, agricultural way of life, Moses forewarns them that rain and

fertility are given by God in return for obedience, and that if the Israelites should turn to false gods,
* He will withhold these gifts, causing the Israclites to perish from the land.

16. belured See Comment to 4:19.

18-21. Consequently, the Israclites should remind themselves of God’s teachings so as t0
obey them and avoid a disastrous fate. The:reminders are those prescribed in 6:6-9.

18. your very heart Rather, “your heart and soul.” See Comment to 6:5.

bind them See Comment to 6:8.
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20. inscribe them See Comment to 6:9.

21. as long as theve is o heaven over the eavth That is, forever. The sky and other
heavenly bodies symbolize longevity and permanence.42

OBEDIENCE TO GOD WILL ENSURE A SUCCESSFUL CONQUEST
OF THE PROMISED LAND (vv. 22-2)

In this paragraph Moses develops the first conclusion mentioned in the first paragraph (v. 8),
promising that if Israel obeys and loves God, God Himself will dispossess the Canaanites and enable
Israel to succeed them. This paragraph caps the argument of 11:1-21. It also casts a new light on the
promise of victory uttered in g:1—2 by making it clear that everything promised in chapters g—11 is
conditional.

24.  Every spot on which your foot treads shall be yours This wording may reflect the
ancient practice of formally acquiring title to land by walking through it.43

your tervitory shall extend from . .. Since the point of this verse is that God is giving
Israel the entire promised land, from one end to the other, only its extremities are named: the deserts
in the south, the Lebanon and the Euphrates in the north, and the Mediterranean on the west. The
unmentioned eastern boundary, the Jordan, is implicit in the fact that the Israelites are about to cross
it to enter the land (e.g., 11:8). For details on this conception of the boundaries see Comment to 1:7
(which also mentions the land’s main internal divisions).

the Western Sea  Literally, the “hind” or “rear” sea. The geographic orientation of the
ancient western Semites was not toward the north, as in modern cartography, but the east. Hence
one set of terms for the four points of the compass expresses “east” by “forward” (kedems), “west” by
“behind” ("ahor), “north” by “left” (semo’l), and “south” by “right” (yamin, teiman).

25. dvend...and fear Compare 2:25; 7:23.

as He promised you  See Exodus 23:26-31; Deuteronomy 7:19—24.44




To pluck out the eyes of the Lord (Times of Israel)

Rabhi David Seidenberg

The second Torah portion after Tisha B’Av, called Eikev, concentrates all the contradictions
between ethnocentric nationalism and humanism into just a few chapters. Eikev, more than any
other section of the Torah, is our source for the concept of the “promised land”. But contrary to
popular belief, the Torah teaches that it is a privilege to live in the holy land, not a right - a privilege
that can be revoked when people abuse either the land or other human beings.

Losing the privilege to be in Eretz Yisrael, the land of Israel, is linked to the ecology of the land. The
Torah praises Canaan as “a land of mountains and valleys”. Only “through the rain of the heavens
will she drink water.” (Deut 11:11) “She is not like the land of Egypt, which. .. you gave drink with
your foot (by pumping water from the Nile), like a garden of greens” (Deut 11:10). By the same
token, this land is also not like the garden of Eden, for the garden of Eden was watered by four
rivers, and was the source of those rivers. A land that must drink from the heavens is a precarious
land, a land where people can’t control irrigation and are completely dependent on rainfall, a land
that is subject to drought. How then could this be the ideal, the promised land?

And yet it is, the Torah tells us, and the sign of this is that the “the eyes of YHVH the Lord your God
are on her always” (Deut 11:12). This mystical-sounding relationship with the divine is simpler
than it sounds: it means that God is continually assessing whether the people merit rain. Canaan is
not like the land of Egypt, which can go for centuries sustained by the flooding of the Nile and the
technology of the pedal pump, no matter the state of the weather or the state of justice, until it
finally gets its proverbial seven years of famine or its ten all-consuming plagues. Unlike Egypt, the
feedback loop in Canaan is short and swift - the loop may be closed, the consequences felt, within a
season or two.

It’s clear that this is the intended meaning from the passage that follows, which we recite as the
second paragraph of the Shma prayer. Eikevmeans “consequence”, and this paragraph describes the
calamitous weather that is the consequence of not listening to the covenant: “the heavens will be
shut up and there will be no rain, and the land will not give her produce, and you will be destroyed
from off the good land whichYHVH gives you.”

This paradoxically is what attracted our ancestors to Canaan: it was a place where they could
experience the immediacy of God’s judgment, and hence God’s presence. It is this very fact - that

our tenure is tenuous - that makes Canaan/Israel a holy land.

This idea that bad weather could be moral payback for our sins seemed outdated to enlightened
people for a few centuries. Today, however, when we face global climate disruption due to
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warming, the idea that our actions have consequences on an ecosystem-wide scale is imbued with
reality.

It's not too much of a leap from there to Leviticus 26, where the sin of not letting the land rest
invites God’s judgment and ensuing environmental disaster. But in Deuteronomy 10, it is our sins
against other people that God is weighing. One commandment in particular is singled out for
mention: “Love the stranger, for you were strangers in Egypt” (Deut 10:19) The reason given is that
we worship the God “who makes justice for orphan and widow, and who loves the stranger, giving
him bread and raiment.” (Deut 10:18)

Taken together, the Torah warns us that not just our environmental sins, but our moral failings,
injustice to the poor, failure to love the stranger, as well as idolatry, all leave a toxic residue—most
toxic especially in this land that is promised—a residue that can only be washed away with the
destruction of human society.

We have spent centuries developing technology to make ourselves as impervious as Egypt to such
consequences, to blind the eyes of God, so to speak. Whether in places like California or in Israel, we
use modern equivalents of pedal pump technology to control our food supply, substitute
petroleum-based fertilizers for healthy soil, outlast drought by pumping out aquifers. However, as
we learn from climate change, technology doesn’t eliminate the consequences of our actions. It only
defers them, and the more they are deferred, the wider the consequences will be.

Similarly, Israel and the U.S,, like many nations, try to make themselves impervious to human
threats using military technology. But when a society is decayed on the inside by oppression, as the
death of so many African-Americans at the hands of police shows in the U.S., military-style weapons
only worsen the problem. Today, the toxic residue of oppression has been building and building in
that long-ago promised land of Canaan, the land some people call the West Bank, others call
Palestine, and still others Judea and Samaria,Yehudah v'Shomron.

A few years back, I got a clear picture of this residue on a tour with Rabbis for Human Rights. We
glimpsed Palestinian life in the northern West Bank. Here were the mountains and hills praised in
the Torah, the olive groves in the valleys the rain would flow into. But the tour, which

included kanafeh pastry in Nablus, also included views of Palestinian olive groves burned down by
Israeli settlers.

What really shook me, though, was something that may sound minor. As we sped south down the
highway en route to the Hebron hills (where the village of Susiya is being squeezed out of
existence), we passed a bus shelter for a settlement called Yizhar, the likely source of the grove-
burning settlers. There was a resident of Yizhar in the shelter, tall and skinny, yarmulke visible
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from a hundred yards away, tzitzit flying. He wasn’t just sitting there, though. The moment he saw a
Palestinian vehicle coming towards him, he stood up to give it—us—the middle finger, not relieving
his finger til we were well past the shelter. [ asked our Palestinian driver to slow down so I could
take this man’s picture. Instead, the driver sped up. The look of terror on his face told me
everything I needed to know about the extremist settlers in Yizhar.

I wish Eikev were taken to heart as a warning by these West Bank settlers. Instead, it is their
inspiration, because in Eikev the Israelites are told to drive the Canaanite inhabitants off the land.
Never mind that the rabbis clearly ruled that those laws didn’t apply any more even in their own
time, let alone ours. Neither Eikev’s warnings nor its exhortation to circumcise our hearts inspire
them to love the neighbor who is a stranger. Instead, the rule of the extremists seems to

be n’kamah, vengeance, to do to others what is hateful to yourself.

Why can they get away with this? In essence, just as in the case of other sins against human beings
and the Earth, the state with its military might—its technology—defers the consequences of the
extremists’ sins. Protected by the military, they pluck out the eyes of the Lord, unafraid of the price
that might be paid.

If you sympathize with the settlers, you might now be going over the litany of terrorist acts by
Palestinians, the wave of stabbings, the murder of a girl in her sleep. You would be right not to
forget those things. But what you should also remember is that treating the land as an idol while
burning down its trees is the quintessential toxin: denuding the earth, violating the Torah command
not to destroy fruit trees even in war, treating the stranger to you as anathema, doing to others
what you yourself would hate, and on top of that idolatry.

Would the kind of people who burn olive groves also burn houses with human beings inside? Just
over a year ago, the Dawabsheh family’s home in Duma, near Nablus, was firebombed and most of
the family killed. Then in December, there was the vile wedding where settlers stabbed pictures of
Ali Dawabsheh, the baby who died. And then in March, the home of the one Palestinian witness to
the attack caught fire. Incidents like these are strongly condemned by Israelis of every party, yet the
conditions that make them inevitable don’t change.

Are there any left who who truly love the land? Love it enough not to pollute it with blood? I look to
a different kind of settler and extremist, Rabbi Menachem Froman. z"], of Tekoa, who supported
human rights as well as the national rights of Palestinians, who met with anyone and everyone, who
saw strangers as sisters and brothers, and I look to the settlers who are carrying on his work with
like-minded Palestinians. These are the people who envision themselves living together in peace on
the land they love, without regard to which flag is flying. Who pay each other condolences and plant
trees together. Who recognize that military and technology can’t blind our God forever. Our God
whose eyes must even now be weeping.
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Abundance and retribution: parashat Ekev

This week's Torah portion (Parashat Ekev) has great stuff in it -- including what
most Jews know as the second paragraph of the Shema, which begins:

If, then, you obey the commandments that | enjoin upon you this day,
loving Adonai your God and serving God with all your heart and soul, | will
grant the rain for your land in season, the early rain and the late...

(That's the first verse, Deuteronomy 11:13; the passage runs through 11:21.
You can find it in Hebrew alongside slightly antiquated English by scrolling
slightly on this page.) If you grew up Reform, you may not recognize Deut.
11:13-22 as part of the Shema -- indeed, you may not realize the Shema
extends past the first paragraph. The original Reform liturgy excised the latter
two paragraphs; my 1960 edition of the Union Prayer Book skips them
altogether, and they weren't in Gates of Prayer when | was in high school,
either.

I suspect the early Reform liturgists were froubled by the direct causality of
the traditional prayer's second paragraph. Drought and famine are equal-
opporfunity tragedies, and who could countenance an understanding of

God which holds that lack of rain is God's punishment for idolatry?

It's not only the Reformim who wrestle with this one; the

Reconstructionist siddur Kol Haneshamah offers several options for the
second paragraph of the shema, among them Deut. 28:1-6 and 30:15-19 --
though it also offers the fraditional passage, noting that though the
fraditional text offers a "supernatural theology that many contemporary Jews
find difficult,” our awareness of how we ourselves can use and abuse the
environment allows us fo recognize that this reward and punishment may rest
in our own hands.

The liturgical pendulum continues to swing: the passage will be restored to
the new Reform siddur, due later this year, and it's long been a part of the
homegrown prayerbook that my congregation uses. In ours the Hebrew is
paired with two different English-language variants. We use the literal
franslation at morning services, and at evening services an interpretive
translation which begins,

If you will listen to Me and know the way to freat each other lovingly that |
give you this day, you will be rewarded with fulfilment and always know
who you are. You will gather blessings in your life. There will be sustenance
for your spirit...

We're not alone in franslating the passage in a range of ways. Rabbi Arthur
Waskowargues passionately for its multiplicity of meanings. He observes that
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in this part of the shema, the Hebrew speaks to a plural audience (unlike in
the earlier part of the prayer, which is singular), and that it resonates on @
social or communal level in ways it might not resonate for individuals. His
franslation begins,

If you listen, REALLY listen to the teachings of YHWH, the Breath of Life,
especially the teaching that there is Unity in the world and inter-
connection among all its parts, then the rains will fall as they should, the
rivers will run, the heavens will smile, and the good earth will feed you...
Regardless of how the passage is translated or interpreted, there always
comes the pivotal "but." If we fail to follow the mitzvot -- if we are disobedient
and idolatrous -- if we (in Reb Waskow's terms) "shatter the harmony of life" --
then bad things will happen. And that's the part of the passage that seems
to be a sticking-point for many contemporary liberal Jews. We don't want to
reduce the Infinite o a disciplinarian, and we don't like the theodicy
encoded in the apparent arrow of causality between disobedience and
famine.

That's why | think we need to read this passage metaphorically, and fo invert
the causality we're accustomed fo seeing in it. Forget the simpilistic
understanding which suggests that God is waiting, drought in hand, to smack
down unbelievers. This text points to the truth that when we elevate pride or
property over God we cut sustenance out of our own lives. In succumbing to
the lure of idolatry, we turn away from the source of sustenance which would
otherwise be present in our lives; we make the scarcity manifest for

ourselves.

For me the reward, and the punishment, are both metaphorical. Torah isn't
talking about literal grain in literal fields. Try reading it, instead, as speaking of
the wildflower meadows and abundant cornucopias of the human heart.
Then the beginning of the Shema becomes an exhortation to be mindful of
the Unity underlying creation -- and the second paragraph reminds us how
fragile and precious our sense of sustenance is, and how much it depends on
our willingness to (as it is written) revere the Infinite, walk in paths of holiness,
and commit our hearts and souls fo loving and serving the Source from
Which we come. Rabbi Rachel Berenblat

Eric Selinger said...

Although I've heard this metaphorical reading before, and found it comforting, | must
confess | don't find it all that satisfying foday. Maybe it's because so much else in the
parasha is harder to stomach or explain away--"You shall destroy all the peoples that the
Lord your God delivers to you, showing them no pity," or this giddy promise from the
Haftarah: "l will make your oppressors eat their own flesh, / They shall be drunk with their own
blood as with wine." Or maybe it's just because I'm not sure | entirely believe even the
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allegory, since | know plenty of folks who aren't in touch with the Source of All, at least in
any conscious way, who live pretty wonderful and generous lives.

I prefer my own Rabbi's premise: because it is a fully human document, not "divinely
inspired" but human all the way down, Torah doesn't tell us anything, really, about God, but
it tells us almost everything we might need to know about ourselves. [ read this parasha as a
series of longings: the longing for an orderly, coherent world, where droughts and famine
make sense as punishment; the longing for an orderly, coherent self, one that's focused and
controlled and able to resist "temptation” and entanglement with the Other; the longing for
power, infinite power, in the face of very real enemies, human and otherwise. These are all
mixed up, as they always are, with many good things: longings to feel gratfitude, awe, even
love (you must love the stranger). The text doesn't recognize the difference between these
various desires; we do, and we have an obligation, as we, read, to sift and quarrel, to be
sickened and pleased, and to put those responses into action and words of our own.

Pardon the sermonl!
E
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