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A Disconcerting Divine Emotion 

Rabbi Yaakov Bieler 
  Parashat Ki Tavo, 5773 

 
Developing the Meta-Mitzva of Imitateo Dei. 

In the beginning of his brief, but nevertheless powerfully inspiring book, Tomer Devora,1  
R. Moshe Cordovero2 expounds upon the various attributes of God listed in Micha 7:18-20:  

 
"Who is God like You, 1) Who Pardons iniquity, and 2) Forgives the transgression 
“LeShe'eirit Nachalato” (of the remnant of His Heritage)? 3) He does not 
maintain His Anger forever, because 4) He Delights in mercy. 5) He Will again 
Have Compassion upon us; 6) He Will Suppress our iniquities. 7) And You Will 
Cast all their sins into the depths of the sea;3 8) You Will Show truth to Yaakov, 
9) loyal love to Avraham, 10) as You Have Sworn to our fathers from days of 
old."  
 

The author posits that since the Tora in a number of places emphasizes how we are to 
emulate God and walk in His Ways --- see Devarim 8:6; 10:12; 11:22; 28:9; 30:164 --- we 
can establish personal plans of action by analyzing what those Divine Ways are based 
upon Biblical descriptions such as the one cited above from Micha, and figuring out how 
we might strive to act similarly.  
 
God’s most Personal Relationship with the Jewish people. 

With regard to the phrase appearing in the verses listed above, “LeShe'eirit Nachalato” 
(of the remnant of His Heritage), RaMaC5 writes the following in Tomer Devora:  

 
Behold, God interacts with the Jewish people in this manner, saying, "How Can I 
Deal badly with Israel? After all they are My Relatives. I have a She'eir6 Basar 

                                                 
1
 The Palmtree of Devora, the name being derived from Shoftim 4:5 “And she sat under the 

palm-tree of Devora  between Rama  and Beth-El in the hill-country of Ephraim; and the children 
of Israel came up to her for judgment.”   
2
 1522-70, Kabbalist, student of R. Yosef Karo. 

3
 This phrase is the basis for the custom at Tashlich to cast symbolic sins in the form of pieces of bread 

into a body of flowing water. 
4
 And thou shalt keep the Commandments of the LORD thy God, to walk in His Ways, and to fear Him;  

And now, Israel, what doth the LORD thy God Require of thee, but to fear the LORD thy God, to walk in all 
His Ways, and to love Him, and to serve the LORD thy God with all thy heart and with all thy soul;  

For if ye shall diligently keep all this commandment which I command you, to do it, to love the LORD your 
God, to walk in all His Ways, and to cleave unto Him,  

The LORD will Establish thee for a holy people unto Himself, as He hath Sworn unto thee; if thou shalt 
keep the Commandments of the LORD thy God, and walk in His Ways. 

In that I command thee this day to love the LORD thy God, to walk in His Ways, and to keep His 
Commandments and His Statutes and His Ordinances; then thou shalt live and multiply, and the 
LORD thy God shall Bless thee in the land whither thou goest in to possess it.    

5
 The acronym for R. Moshe Cordovero. 

6
 Shemot 21:10  
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(intimate blood relationship) with them. For she [the people of Israel] is the 
“Spouse” of the Holy One Blessed Be He, and He refers to her as "My Daughter", 
"My Sister", "My Mother" (see Tehillim 45:11;7 Shir Hashirim 5:2;8 Yeshayahu 
51:4).9 And what can be said? For were I to Punish them, behold I Feel the pain, 
as it is said, (Yeshayahu 63:9) “BeChol Tzoratam Lo Tzar”10 --- the word Lo is 
written with an Alef (i.e., Lamed Alef) to teach that the pain experienced by the 
Jewish people reaches up to LePeleh Elyon (Peleh is Aleph spelled backwards!) 
and Lo is read as if there is a Vav (i.e., Lamed Vav), and it is written (Shoftim 
10:16) "And His Soul was Shortened due to the travail of the Jewish people," 
because He Cannot Bear their pain and disparagement because they are the 
She’erit Nachalato."  

 
Extending the description of the Divine Relationship to relationships between members of the 
Jewish people. 

RaMaC then proceeds to extend the account of this particular Divine Attribute to human 
relationships in general (he does this with each of the Middot that he identifies in the verses in 
Micha), when he writes that all Jews should see one another as being part of the same entity; 
blood relatives, sharing a common soul.11 If such an idea would be internalized, then each of us 
would be happy when another succeeds, and will care as much about the honor of the next 
person as his own. And when another is suffering, then he too must feel the pain and the 
discomfort, if in fact we are all so closely related to one another.  

 
A Rabbinic parallel to RaMaC’s assuming that HaShem “Feels” our pain.  

The touching and reassuring empathy that is suggested in Tomer Devora calls to mind 
the Rabbinic sentiment regarding why HaShem Chose to Appear to Moshe in a burning bramble 

                                                                                                                                                 
“If he take him another wife, her food, her raiment, and ‘She’erah’ (her conjugal rights), shall he not 
diminish.”  
7
 'Hearken, O daughter, and consider, and incline thine ear; forget also thine own people, and thy father's 

house.  
8
 I sleep, but my heart waketh; Hark! my beloved knocketh: 'Open to me, my sister, my love, my dove, my 

undefiled; for my head is filled with dew, my locks with the drops of the night.'  
9
 Attend unto Me, O My People, and give ear unto Me, O My Nation; for Instruction shall go forth from 

Me, and My Right on a sudden for a light of the peoples.  
10

  In all their affliction He was afflicted, and the Angel of His Presence saved them; in His Love and in His 
Pity He Redeemed them; and He Bore them, and Carried them all the days of old.      
11

 Just as RaMaC understands that the special relationship “She’eirit Nachaloto” applies only to the Jewish 
people, by extension he posits that parallel sensibilities should inform interpersonal relationships among 
the Jewish people themselves. See Ibn Caspi on the Gilyanot of Nechama Leibowitz for Parashat Ki Tetze 
5717 (http://www.nechama.org.il/cgi-bin/pagePrintMode.pl?Id=510) for a discussion of the implications 
regarding the relationships between different aspects of the overall Creation.  

http://www.nechama.org.il/cgi-bin/pagePrintMode.pl?Id=510
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bush (see RaShI on Shemot 3:2)12 and allowed Himself to be "observed" with a brickwork of 
sapphire stones beneath His “Feet” (see RaShI on Shemot 20:2 and 24:10).13  
 
Why does a completely different Image of God Emerge in the Rebukes of Ki Tavo? 

The sources discussed above are starkly contrasted by a comment in this week's 
Parasha, part of the Tochecha (threats of what is to come if the Jewish people do not adhere to 
the Commandments of the Tora and God's Ways.) In Devarim 28:63 we read, "It will come to 
pass that just as the Lord Rejoiced over you to Do you Good and to Multiply you, so the Lord 
“Yasis” (will Rejoice) over you to Destroy you and to aAnnihilate you."  

 
On one level, even if we accept this terminology as an admitted anthropomorphism 

since God is by definition not susceptible to human emotion, a theological conundrum arises. 

                                                 
12

 Shemot 3:2  
“And the angel of the LORD appeared unto him in a flame of fire out of the midst of a bush; and he 
looked, and, behold, the bush burned with fire, and the bush was not consumed.” 

RaShI d.h. MitToch HaSneh 
And not any other shrub, because of Tehillim 91:15, “I am with Him in (his) trouble” (i.e.., just as 
the Jewish people are ensnared in Egyptian slavery, I will Show Myself also “ensnared” within a 
thorny bush.)  

13
 Shemot 20:2 

I am the LORD thy God, who Brought thee out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage. Thou 
shalt have no other gods before Me.  

RaShI d.h. Asher Hotzeiticha MeiEretz Mitzrayim 
….Another interpretation: Because He was Revealed as the Sea as a mighty warrior (Shemot 15:3 
“The LORD is a Man of war, The LORD is His Name”), and He is Revealed here as an Elder full of 
Compassion, as it says (Shemot 24:10) “And they saw the God of Israel; and there was under His 
Feet the like of a paved work of sapphire stone, and the like of the very heaven for clearness” 
(i.e., it is assumed that rather than Appearing as a Man of Action, God is now Appearing as a 
Sedentary elderly individual Who must Raise his “Feet” on some sort of special mat). This 
(brickwork) was always before Him during the enslavement (i.e., just as the Jews were forced to 
manufacture and build with bricks, HaShem Kept before Him something with the appearance of 
brickwork “Reminding” Him to Remember the travails of His People.) “And the like of the very 
heaven for clearness”—once they were redeemed from servitude (i.e., the appearance of the 
brickwork changed from the time of servitude when the bricks were opaque and not indicative of 
anything positive, to the appearance of clear jewels once the servitude ended. It is interesting to 
note that even though the enslavement was over, HaShem is Depicted as Keeping the reminder 
around, Modeling the concept that one should commemorate the past ordeals, even if presently 
his situation has vastly improved). Since I Change Appearances (as mentioned from steely warrior 
to compassionate Elder), do not conclude that there are Two Deities. I (in the form that you see 
now, Resting His Feet on a brickwork of sapphire) am the same God Who Took you out of Egypt 
(and Acted as the warrior).  

Shemot 24:10 
“And they saw the God of Israel; and there was under His Feet the like of a paved work of sapphire stone, 
and the like of the very heaven for clearness.” 

RaShI d.h. KiMa’aseh Livnat HaSapir 
It was before Him during the enslavement to “Remember” the troubles of Israel, since they were 
enslaved in order to produce bricks. 
Ibid. d.h. U’KeEtzem HaShamayim LaTohar 
When they were redeemed, there was light and gladness before Him.   
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Megilla 10b14  commenting on this verse, states: "Now does the Holy One Blessed Be He rejoice 
over the fall of the wicked?" What is the meaning of the verse, (Shemot 14:20) "And one came 
not near the other15 all night"? The ministering angels wanted to sing songs of praise, but the 
Holy One Blessed Be He, said, "The Work of My Hands is being drowned in the sea, and shall you 
sing songs?" If God negates others from rejoicing over the fall of the enemies of His People, how 
can He Himself entertain such sensibilities with regard to having to punish them Personally? 
Furthermore, even if parental "tough love" may be at times necessitated by particular 
recalcitrance on the part of a child, do we expect the punishing parent to enjoy doling out pain 
and suffering to his literal She'eirit Nachala? Not only is this theologically problematic, but, if in 
fact we are expected to generally emulate the Ways of God, can such a choice of terminology in 
this Parasha possibly lead to reprehensible parental behavior towards their offspring that will 
now be justified by a Biblical reference?  
 
Trying to account for this disconcerting Divine Response 

Several explanations are offered for this baffling choice of words describing how God 
Approaches Punishing His People. The source in Megilla cited above explains the terminology 
employed as follows: R. Eliezer replied,"He Himself does not Rejoice, but He Makes others 
rejoice. This is also indicated by the text which writes Yasis [causative] and not Yasus [active]; 
which proves what we said."  

 
R. Baruch HaLevi Epstein, in his commentary Tosefet Beracha, uses the Gemora in 

Megilla to turn the implication of the verse in Parashat Ki Tavo on its head:  since the 
understanding of the word Yasis is that others (as opposed to HaShem Himself) will rejoice, and 
the verse in Mishlei 24:17 states, "Do not rejoice when your enemy falls, and do not let your 
heart be glad when he stumbles; lest the Lord See it, and it Displease Him, and He Turn away His 
Wrath from him." If so, the very joy experienced by the evil nations of the world when 
witnessing the punishment of Israel, will directly lead to the salvation of the Jews, for HaShem 
will Remove His Anger from the Jews (in order to end the delight of their enemies). In effect, 
since the Jews are incapable of saving themselves in terms of improving their behaviors, their 
enemies' perverse pleasure in Jewish suffering is exploited as the justification for improving 
Israel's lot, even in the absence of a change of heart for the better by the Jews themselves.  

 
R. S.R. Hirsch suggests a different creative spin that avoids having to redefine the word 

Yasis and play off the sadistic joy of the enemies of the Jews. "Just as it would have been for 
your good that He Made you extraordinarily fortunate, so will it be for your good that He Lets 
you be so extraordinarily unfortunate." Therefore since the long term will prove beneficial to 

                                                 
14

 Tractate Megilla, which deals with the holiday of Purim, notes that R. Yehoshua ben Levi would begin a 
discussion of Megillat Esther by citing the verse in Ki Tavo. The reference in Esther which calls to mind the 
verse in Devarim  is Esther 5:9: "And Haman went out on that day rejoicing and happy of heart, and when 
Haman saw Mordechai in the gate of the king who did not stand nor did he move in deference to him, and 
Haman was filled with hatred towards Mordechai." The Amora therefore suggests that it was Haman's 
pleasure, coupled with his decision to do away with Mordechai and the Jews, that stirred HaShem into 
action. 
15

 The literal meaning of the verse is that the night before the confrontation between the Jewish 
encampment and the Egyptian troops that Pharoah had brought in pursuit of the escaping Jews. The 
Talmud interprets the verse as referring to the Ministering Angels not being permitted to come near to 
the Egyptians and sing Praises to HaShem for His Plans to Destroy them in the process of Saving the 
Jewish people.  



5 

 

the Jews directly as a result of their short-term suffering that will force them into repenting 
from their evil ways,16 and because God, Who Operates above the dimension of time, always 
Possesses the long view, He Can paradoxically Personally Rejoice in terms of what will eventually 
happen, even as He Applies severe punishments to His People during the present moment.  

 
A fourth approach would entail investigating the specific meaning of the verb Sas. 

MaLBIM on Yeshayahu 35:1 compares several verbs connoting joy.  
 
There is a difference between Simcha, Sasson, and Gil. Sasson refers to external 
actions that one does to demonstrate joy, such as playing a drum, a harp, 
dancing, etc. Simcha and Gil are internal feelings, with Simcha referring to the 
ongoing, uninterrupted sensibility, whereas Gil connotes the excitement that 
arises from something new and fresh, e.g., when one finds a lost object or 
receives good news.   
 

The implication for the verse in Devarim describing God's Sasson would then become, that, at 
least upon the surface, when Jews come in for Divine Punishment, it may appear that there is a 
sense of satisfaction on God's Part that evildoers have received their just deserts. But that does 
not mean that, KaVeYaChol, such is the reality and that HaShem has given up on the Jewish 
People and their ultimate redemption.  

Perhaps an analogue would be what RaMBaM writes concerning the demonstration of 
human anger. In Hilchot De'ot 2:3, after reiterating how anger is a negative character trait and is 
to be avoided at all costs, we learn that there are certain circumstances where the assumption 
of the guise of anger can be justified.  

And if one wishes to impose fear upon his offspring and the members of his/her 
household, or upon the community if he is its leader, and he wishes to become 
angry at them in order that they change their ways for the better, he should 

                                                 
16

 Devarim 30:1-10 
And it shall come to pass, when all these things are come upon thee, the blessing and the curse, which I 
have set before thee, and thou shalt bethink thyself among all the nations, whither the LORD thy God 
hath Driven thee, and shalt return unto the LORD thy God, and hearken to His Voice according to all that I 
command thee this day, thou and thy children, with all thy heart, and with all thy soul; that then the LORD 
thy God will Turn thy captivity, and have compassion upon thee, and will Return and Gather thee from all 
the peoples, whither the LORD thy God hath scattered thee. If any of thine that are dispersed be in the 
uttermost parts of heaven, from thence will the LORD thy God Gather thee, and from thence will He Fetch 
thee. And the LORD thy God will Bring thee into the land which thy fathers possessed, and thou shalt 
possess it; and He will Do thee good, and Multiply thee above thy fathers. And the LORD thy God will 
Circumcise thy heart, and the heart of thy seed, to love the LORD thy God with all thy heart, and with all 
thy soul, that thou mayest live. And the LORD thy God will Put all these curses upon thine enemies, and 
on them that hate thee, that persecuted thee. And thou shalt return and hearken to the Voice of the 
LORD, and do all His Commandments which I command thee this day. And the LORD thy God will Make 
thee over-abundant in all the work of thy hand, in the fruit of thy body, and in the fruit of thy cattle, and 
in the fruit of thy land, for good; for the LORD will again Rejoice over thee for good, as He Rejoiced over 
thy fathers; if thou shalt hearken to the Voice of the LORD thy God, to keep His Commandments and His 
Statutes which are written in this book of the law; if thou turn unto the LORD thy God with all thy heart, 
and with all thy soul.   
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present himself before them as if he is angered in order to make them feel 
badly; however, unto himself, his temperament should remain calm, like one 
who is pretending to be angry when he is angered, but in reality, he is not 
angry."  

If human beings, who are quite capable of anger but who should make every effort to avoid it, 
are allowed to give the impression that they are consumed by this emotion, how much more so 
does this become the case with respect to the Divine, Who by definition does not possess such 
qualities, inherent or otherwise. The use of the language that God "will enjoy" afflicting us, then, 
appears for no more than its shock value; it is all part of the ruse being played out by our best 
and most reliable Advocate, to try to cajole, frighten, entice, reason with, and even resort to 
force to finally get His People to do what He Created them to do, to serve as an Ohr LaGoyim in 
a spiritually- and morally-wanting world, to further the meta-goal of Tikkun Olam (perfecting the 
creation and human civilization.) Possibly, we read this Parasha in general, and this Pasuk in 
particular during Ellul, to illicit from us a positive response in terms of self-improvement and the 
striving after spiritual growth and perfection well before the Days of Judgment, so that when we 
finally enter the Yomim Noraim, we can do so with love and confidence, rather than fear and 
trembling.  

Shabbat Shalom!  

  

 
 


