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Parshat Behar-Bechukotai
Not Despising You

Simon Wolf

Parshat Bechukotai describes the covenant
formed between God and Bnei Yisrael at Har
Sinai.! It at first describes the positive outcome of
Bnei Yisrael complying with their obligations
under the pact. “If you walk in My statutes, and
keep My commandments, and do them (-nx
170 'mna)..."% then all these wonderful blessings
will devolve upon you. It then details the result, if
heaven forbid, Bnei Yisrael do not live up to their
commitment. “If you will not listen to Me, and will
not do all these commandments ('nEna Dx|
1oxnn)...and abrogate the covenant...” then God
will rain havoc, destruction and difficulties on Bnei
Yisrael. The longer Bnei Yisrael remain
recalcitrant, the harsher, more intense and
prolonged the duration of the punishments will be.
As would be expected, the blessings are replete
with positivity, success and ascendancy and, vice
versa, the curses are filled with terrible difficulties,
destruction and meekness.

While all the blessings and curses seem to
appropriately fit this mold, there is one oddity that
stands out. Amongst the positive items that God
will shower on Bnei Yisrael for keeping their side
of the bargain, the Torah lists that the rain will fall
in a timely fashion and the land will be productive
and bountiful.* Peace and tranquility will pervade
the land and you will be militarily successful and
your enemies will be on the run. God will ensure
that your population expands exponentially and
that you are prolific. God commits to “establish
My abode in your midst (Dp2ina '19wn 'nnJ1) and |
will not spurn you (npnx 'wi91 2yan-N'1).” What a
strange blessing that | will not spurn, loathe or
abhor (2yan) you! The Ramban is completely
perplexed. “l do not know what would be the
meaning of this, that the Holy One, blessed be He,
should say that if we keep all the commandments
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and do His will, He will not reject us and His soul
will not abhor us!”™ As Rashi notes, the word
Tig’al (7pan) has a very negative connotation; it
means to cast or spew out or expunge.® To
support his contention, Rashi marshals a verse
from David’s eulogy for Sha’ul, who was killed in
the battle with the Plishtim. “You mountains of
Gilbo’a, let there be no dew nor rain upon you, or
fields of choice fruits. For there the shield of the
mighty was defiled (2ya1), the shield of Sha’ul, not
anointed with oil.”” The practice in their day was
to anoint the leather shield with oil in order that
the enemy’s swords and arrows would slip off of
it. In Shaul’s battlefield loss, David presents the
imagery that it was as if the shield of Sha'ul
rejected (7va1) its oiling and therefore caused the
death of Sha’ul since it could no longer turn away
the enemy’s weapons. In light of this, Rashi
interprets the verse to mean, “My spirit will not
loathe you (pd>a nyxp 'nn 'X)” which seems
anomalous in context of the other blessings. The
Ramban is so confounded that he offers no
alternative straight forward explanation of the
verse.

The Ibn Ezra, in an attempt to address this issue,
explains the blessing in the following manner.®
This (npnx 'w91 yan-N'n) is a Divine attribute
that, unlike human beings, God does not grow
tired of residing in a single location and therefore
His abode (np2ina '12win 'nnai) will steadily remain
amongst Bnei Yisrael. Along those lines, the Sifra
offers an eternal message of hope that once God
redeems Bnei Yisrael, He will no longer reject
them (D>a oxm 1'% 21w DONX 7x1a axkwn).® While
it is a very uplifting message and hopefully true,
nevertheless, the blessings enumerated here are
directed towards those that are entering the land
for the first time and not necessarily about a return
after being exiled. In addition, while the Ibn Ezra’s
explanation is more palatable, it still seems
strange that God would have to reassure Bnei
Yisrael that He will not bolt when they are
conforming to their side of the covenant.
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It is interesting to note that the verb “Ga’al (7va)”
only appears in the Torah five times and all five of
those instances are found in this week’s Parsha.
In the other four cases, the word is utilized in a
negative context. In describing, Bnei Yisrael's
noncompliance with the covenant, the Torah
states, “If you reject My statutes ( 'npna-oxi
1oxnn) and spurn My ordinances ('09¥n-nx nxi
DRl 7¥an), so that you do not observe all My
commandments and you break My covenant...”10
If Bnei Yisrael continue in their improper ways and
do not heed God’'s punishments then, “I will
destroy your high places and cut down your
incense altars, and | will heap your carcasses
upon your lifeless fetishes; and My soul will abhor
you (nanx 'wio1 n7ua1).”""  As a summary of why
Bnei Yisrael will eventually be exiled from Eretz
Yisrael if they fail to mend their deviant ways, “For
the land shall be forsaken of them, making up for
its Shabbat years by being desolate of them, while
they atone for their iniquity; for the abundant
reason that they rejected My ordinances and
spurned My statutes (D@91 n7ua 'npn-nxi).”'? In
all three of these instances, the word “Ga’al (7va)”
is utilized in a negative context of either rejection
of God’s commandments or God’s revulsion with
Bnei Yisrael because of their misdeeds. The last
time it appears is at the end of the rebuke where
it is used as consolation and to give hope for the
difficulties endured. “Yet, even then, when they
are in the land of their enemies, | will not reject
them or spurn them ('n7va-N1 D'ROXN~XY) SO
as to destroy them utterly or to annul My covenant
with them: for | am God their Lord.”"® It is found
in a positive, reassuring context, but it
nevertheless, is negating an adverse situation
which persists and is inherently negative and
therefore its usage is understandable. These
examples only serve to exacerbate the
problematic nature of the usage of the verb “Ga’al
(va)” and its formulation (“I will not loathe, spurn
or abhor you”) that is presented as a blessing in
the beginning of the Parsha.

Without too much effort, one can discern that the
blessing (n>nx 'wo1 7yan-N71) is a contrasting
pair with one of the negative manifestations in the
Parsha. When God is angry and fed-up with Bnei
Yisrael’s unrelenting misconduct, He declares
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that He will despise and abhor them ( 'wi91 a'7ua1
Dpny). It is clear that the blessing is disavowing
this alternative of God rejecting Bnei Yisrael. Yet,
it still leaves one wondering that would it not have
made eminent more sense to formulate the
blessing in the positive. For instance, “I will revel
in you”, “I will draw you close to me”, or “I will
desire you” rather than simply countermanding
the possibility of rejection that occurs when Bnei
Yisrael misbehave.

In the beginning of Sefer Breishit, it describes the
creation of Man. “God, the Lord, formed the
man from the dust of the ground and blew in his
nostrils a breath of life (n*»n nnwi) and the man
became a living being (n'n ¥919).”'* The Zohar
is often quoted as saying, “the One who blew,
blew of himself (no1 n*7* NoaT |NN),”"® meaning
that there is a piece of God in every individual
(7yn pi7x 790 x'nw nnwan). Consequently, the
infusion of the lifeless being with spirituality
(nmwn) transformed them into a living being (wo).
In Kabbalistic thought, the Nefesh (w91) describes
the basest form of the life force of the individual.
It would seem that this is corroborated by the
Torah since later in that same chapter the animals
are described as “living beings (n'n w93).” “God,
the Lord, formed from the ground every beast of
the field and every bird of the heavens and
brought them to the man to see what he would call
it; and whatever the man called the living creature
(n*n w9)), that was its name.”’® The term “living
force of both humans and animals. Obviously,
humans are distinct from animals and the Targum
Onkelos translates the terms differently in their
respective contexts. He describes the animal as
a ‘living being (xn'n x¥9),”'7 whereas, with
regards to humans, he terms them as a “speaking
being (x79n nin).”'®  While this could be a
significant difference, nevertheless, in its most
basic form, it still seems to describe the human as
a more advanced animal.

The true distinguishing feature of humans is their
(nmuen), the spiritual and divine aspect of their
existence. When a human passes away or an
animal dies, their life force ceases to exist and
therefore all that remains is the lifeless corpse or
carcass. Though, with humans, they continue to
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‘exist” through their Neshama which being of
divine origin is eternal. There is a natural
dissonance between the physical and worldly
Nefesh and the divine and spiritual Neshama. It
is a constant tension. The goal in life is to have
the Neshama win over the Nefesh, leveraging the
physical to enhance the spiritual, in order that one
can maximize their capacity to be eternal. Thatis
what is meant when Avigail wished David
HaMelech “may the soul of my lord be bound in

the bundle of life, with God your Lord ( i9i nny,

A iz DX 0Ynn 2inya Iy 1TR).1 Itis the

source for the common refrain used when
speaking about those who have passed away,
“that his soul should be enwrapped in the bundle
of life (n"nn 2N¥a NNy Imnwa xnn).” Of course,
heaven forbid, the opposite can be true where the
Nefesh governs the Neshama and it harnesses
the spiritual aspect to further the physical desires
of the Nefesh. In that instance, the human
appears more similar to an animal whereby they
create a more ephemeral and mortal life that is
terminated upon passing. The de-emphasis of
the Neshama leaves it with a much weaker bond
and familiarity with the divine and therefore
minimizes its immortal aspect. Given this
understanding of the life force (wo1) that is
granted from God, being the spirit with the most
material and corporeal aspect of humans which is
also somewhat shared with animals, it would
make sense and one would assume that the term
would only be used in reference to humans and
animals. That is true of the usage of the term
throughout the Torah with two exceptions.

Those two instances are found in the contrasting
pair that was noted above. The blessing “and My
soul will not spurn you (npnx 'wi91 2yan-~'n)” and
its negative counterpart “My soul will despise and
abhor them (ppnx 'w91 n%val).” It seems
incongruous for the Torah to describe the eternal
God as being connected or compared to the
transient soul. The blessing proceeding the
commitment that God will not despise you is that
He will make His abode among you. In order for
God to “dwell” amongst humans, it by definition
creates dissonance. As noted previously, that
tension exists on a personal level within each
individual. Moreover, it also is manifest at a
national and worldly level. God’s manifestation in
this world is similar to the Nefesh of the individual.
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It is the lowest form of Godliness that can exist
within the confines of a material world and many
times that spirituality will come into conflict with
earthly existence. That is what is meant when
God declares “My soul will despise and abhor
them (nonx 'wio1 nual);” it is a natural result of
Bnei Yisrael’'s impropriety. God’s spirituality can
no longer coexist with a defiant and sinning Bnei
Yisrael and it is naturally repulsed and driven
away from its ability to remain connected to and
in proximity with them. On the other hand, if Bnei
Yisrael uphold their side of the covenant and the
spiritual foundations are strong, then the limitless
God is willing to overcome the natural dissonance
(Dpnx 'wo1 yan-N'm) to make His abode
amongst Bnei Yisrael (Dp2ina 13wn 'Anay). It is
similar to two magnets with opposite polarity
which naturally separate. With coaxing and
external force they can be brought together (-8
DONX '¥o1 7yan), but without that exogenous
intervention they revert to the natural state of
repelling each other (npnx 'w9o1 nYval). The
inevitable result of Bnei Yisrael emphasizing the
material and ignoring God’s will and
commandments is the removal of God’s presence
from dwelling amongst them. If the problem
persists then that dissonance creates the need for
an unrepentant Bnei Yisrael to be expelled from
Eretz Yisrael because of their incompatibility with
a holy land.

God has given us the opportunity to return to the
holy land and it is now our job to build a nation
and a land that is hospitable to the presence of
God (npnx w9 wan-N') so that God’s “soul”
can once again dwell among us and return us to
the blessings found at the beginning of this week’s
Parsha. That requires emphasizing our Neshama
over our Nefesh — spirituality and Godliness over
material pleasure and selfish transience — which
will grants us immortality and eternal life (2nxa
n"nn) through being connected to God and will
act as a guaranty that once God has redeemed
us He will no longer reject us.

Shabbat Shalom
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