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Parashat Bechukotai Contains Blessings, Too! 

 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat  Bechukotai, 5774 

 

The sections of Divine Rebuke are preceded by Divine Promises of Reward. 

Lost in the shuffle of the Tora readings containing Tochecha (rebuke),1 i.e., Parashiyot 

Bechukotai and Ki Tavo, is that each of these frightening collections of threats and dire predictions is 

preceded by a series of blessings.2 Following the format of a Tanai Kaful (lit. a conditional agreement  

                                                           
1
 The dramatic effect of the public reading of the Tochecha is reflected in the customs that surround this practice. 

See e.g., Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 53:19 end of RaMA; Mishna Brura 428 #17; etc. Bi’ur Halacha 428, d.h. 

BaPesukim SheLifnaihem; etc. 
2
 Beracha: VaYikra 26:3-13  

If ye walk in My Statutes, and keep My Commandments, and do them; then I will Give your rains in their 

season, and the land shall yield her produce, and the trees of the field shall yield their fruit. And your 

threshing shall reach unto the vintage, and the vintage shall reach unto the sowing time; and ye shall eat 

your bread until ye have enough, and dwell in your land safely. And I will Give peace in the land, and ye 

shall lie down, and none shall make you afraid; and I will Cause evil beasts to cease out of the land, 

neither shall the sword go through your land. And ye shall chase your enemies, and they shall fall before 

you by the sword. And five of you shall chase a hundred, and a hundred of you shall chase ten thousand; 

and your enemies shall fall before you by the sword. And I will Have respect unto you, and Make you 

fruitful, and Multiply you; and will Establish My Covenant with you. And ye shall eat old store long kept, 

and ye shall bring forth the old from before the new. And I will Set My Tabernacle among you, and My 

Soul shall not abhor you. And I will Walk among you, and will Be your God, and ye shall be My People. I 

Am the Lord your God, Who Brought you forth out of the land of Egypt, that ye should not be their 

bondmen; and I have Broken the bars of your yoke, and Made you go upright.   

Devarim 28:1-12  

And it shall come to pass, if thou shalt hearken diligently unto the Voice of the Lord thy God, to observe to 

do all His Commandments which I command thee this day, that the Lord thy God will Set thee on high 

above all the nations of the earth. And all these blessings shall come upon thee, and overtake thee, if thou 

shalt hearken unto the Voice of the Lord thy God. Blessed shalt thou be in the city, and blessed shalt thou 

be in the field. Blessed shall be the fruit of thy body, and the fruit of thy land, and the fruit of thy cattle, 

the increase of thy kine, and the young of thy flock. Blessed shalt thou be when thou comest in, and 

blessed shalt thou be when thou goest out. The Lord will Cause thine enemies that rise up against thee to 

be smitten before thee; they shall come out against thee one way, and shall flee before thee seven ways. 

The Lord  will Command the blessing with thee in thy barns, and in all that thou puttest thy hand unto; 

and He will Bless thee in the land which the Lord thy God Giveth thee. 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. And all the peoples of the earth shall see that the Name of the Lord  is 

called upon thee; and they shall be afraid of thee. And the Lord will Make thee over-abundant for good, in 

the fruit of thy body, and in the fruit of thy cattle, and in the fruit of thy land, in the land which the Lord 

Swore unto thy fathers to Give thee. The Lord will Open unto thee His good Treasure the heaven to give 

the rain of thy land in its season, and to Bless all the work of thy hand; and thou shalt lend unto many 

nations, but thou shalt not borrow.   
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that  has been doubled, i.e., in order for a conditional agreement  to be properly formulated, both 

possibilities must be spelled out3—what will happen when there is compliance with the condition and 

what will happen when there is not,)4 the Jewish people are not only warned about possible 

punishments should they fail to listen to God’s Instructions and live lives in accordance with the Tora, 

but they are also informed of the tremendous benefits that following Jewish law will bring. Furthermore, 

the blessings are mentioned first, not as an afterthought, but rather as the ideal, the optimal, preferred 

outcome—what should be desired by the people and what is Desired by God.5  

 

Why were more verses devoted in each of these sections to the curses as compared to the blessings? 

 However, when we compare the texts of the blessings and curses from a quantitative 

perspective, it is difficult to escape the fact that there are far more verses devoted to negative 

consequences arising from failure to adhere to the Tora than the blessings accruing from carrying the 

laws out properly. In VaYikra the ratio is 10:31, while in Devarim it is 12:53! If God is Benevolent and 

wishes to be known as a Deity Who is Kind to His People,6 why does there appear to be a preponderance 

of verses devoted to the terrible things that He is Prepared to Unleash against them?   

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Kellala: VaYikra 26:14-45; Devarim 28:15-68. 
3
 From the perspective of a legal agreement, no room should be left for one of the parties to claim that had they 

clearly understood the consequences, they never would have entered into the agreement in the first place. 

Consequently, as little as possible should be left to the imagination or the powers of inference.  
4
 The paradigm of Tanai Kaful is the arrangement that Moshe presents to the tribes of Reuven, Gad and half of 

Menashe in response to their request to take up residence on the far side of the Jordan:  

 BaMidbar 32:20-23 

And Moses said unto them: 'If ye will do this thing: if ye will arm yourselves to go before the Lord to the 

war, and every armed man of you will pass over the Jordan before the Lord, until He hath Driven out His 

enemies from before Him, and the land be subdued before the Lord, and ye return afterward; then ye 

shall be clear before the Lord, and before Israel, and this land shall be unto you for a possession before 

the Lord. But if ye will not do so, behold, ye have sinned against the Lord; and know ye your sin which will 

find you.    
5
 Despite the fact that both in VaYikra and in Devarim, each section begins with the word “Im” (if) (VaYikra 26:3, 

14; Devarim 28:1, 15) suggesting that what follows are two equal possibilities, a number of sources do not see the 

choice that is placed before the Jewish people as one towards which God Assumes an indifferent stance, simply 

Laying out the possibilities, but rather one where He has a clear Preference regarding the outcome:  

Sifra  

“Im BeChukotai Teileichu”—this teaches that HaShem strongly Desires that Israel will delve into the study 

of Tora…  

Avoda Zara 5a 

The Rabbis taught: “Im BeChukotai Teileichu”—The word “Im” means a language of imploring, (i.e., if only 

you will walk in My Statutes)…  
6
 The Rabbis contend that God’s Attribute of Kindness Surpasses His Attribute of Justice by 500 times, based upon 

Shemot 20:4-5; 34:7; Devarim 5:8-9. Since God punishes for four generations, but stores up Mercy for thousands 

(the minimum plural number is two, consequently, “Alaphim” means minimally 2000), therefore there is a 500:1 

ratio of Mercy and Kindness to Punishment and Judgment.  
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Three hypotheses to answer this question: 

In her Gilayon (worksheet) on Parashat Bechukotai, 5722,7 Nechama Leibowitz quotes three 

sources that attempt to confront this apparent incongruity:  

 

Tanchuma, Parashat Re’eh (Devarim 11:26) 

“Behold I am placing before you today a blessing and a curse”—I Who Chose/Prefer 

blessing…in order that people should not say that when Moshe came to bless us, he 

blessed us only a little, and when he came to curse us, he cursed us  a lot… 

Said R. Shmuel: Whomever looks carefully at them, will find that the blessings are more 

numerous than the curses.8 

 

Ibn Ezra on VaYikra 26:13 

“Kommimiyut”—And those who are “empty of mind” say that the curses are more 

numerous than the blessings. And they have not said the truth. But rather the blessings 

are stated in general terms while the curses are detailed, in order to cause those 

hearing them to be frightened and fearful.  And one who looks carefully will see my 

words clarified.  

                                                           
7   

http://tinyurl.com/22wwodn
 

8
 However one attempts to explain away the disproportion in VaYikra, trying to do so in Devarim is a much more 

difficult task. The curses are neither susceptible to being grouped in progressive stages as Ibn Ezra implies, nor are 

there verses at the conclusion of the litany of terrors that allow us to put a positive spin on them as Wiesel 

suggests. Perhaps the inability to come up with such explanations is the reason for the following Aggada:  

Bava Batra 88b 

It was taught: R. Levi said, “Come and see how the Behavior of the Holy One, Blessed be He, is not like 

that of flesh and blood. Behold the Holy One, Blessed be He Blessed the Jewish people with twenty two 

blessings (this number is creatively arrived at by taking the first letter of “Im”—Alef in VaYikra [26:3,] and 

the last letter of “Kommemiyut”—“Taf” [26:13] and concluding that there was one for every letter of the 

alphabet, i.e., twenty two) and He Cursed them with eight (from “VeIm”—“Vav” [26:14] to “Nafsham”—

“Mem” [26:43];  there are eight letters from “Vav”  to “Mem”), however Moshe our Teacher blessed them 

with eight (first letter of “VeHaya”—“Vav” [Devarim 28:1] and the last letter of “LeAvdam”—“Mem” 

[28:12]) and cursed them with twenty two (first letter of “VeHaya”—“Vav” [28:15] and the last letter of 

“Koneh”—“Heh”[28:68], adding up to twenty two.)” 

This Midrash accepts the premise of commentators like Abrabanel that Devarim is not comprised of a speech that 

Moshe may have delivered,  but HaShem actually authored, but rather that these are Moshe’s own actual words, 

and therefore reflect a particularly human point of view, albeit one that meets with HaShem’s “Approval.”  While 

Devarim 1:3 appears to suggest that HaShem Dictated Moshe’s words as was the case with the other four books of 

the Tora, “And it was in the 40
th

 year, in the twelfth month, on the first of the month Moshe spoke to the Children 

of Israel in accordance with all that God had Commanded him to them,” two verses later a different impression is 

made: “On the other side of the Jordan, in the land of Moav, Moshe began to explain this Tora by saying.” Verse 3, 

when considered in light of verse 5, then is only stating that nothing that Moshe said was in contradiction to 

anything that God had Commanded him. However it is possible that Moshe supplied his own perspective to 

presenting the different issues to the people, just before he died.  

  

http://tinyurl.com/22wwodn
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R. Naftali Hertz Wiesel regarding the comments of the above-cited Ibn Ezra: 

And even more than that I say that the blessings are more numerous than the curses. 

And if you turn your heart to the matter of the division of the blessings and the curses, 

you will understand from the multiplicity of the curses the Kindness of HaShem and His 

Compassion for His People.  

 

Explaining and analyzing these three hypotheses. 

Whereas the Tanchuma simply suggests that one look carefully in order to recognize that the 

blessings in fact outweigh the curses, the two commentaries actually present approaches to how to 

comprehend such a curious, counter-intuitive assertion. Ibn Ezra asserts that a distinction should be 

made between the general and the specific. In fact, when one looks at the two lists of positive and 

negative consequences,  one can readily  group the curses into five separate stages, each one beginning 

with a variation of “And if you still don’t Listen to Me…”9 The blessings, on the other hand, do not so 

much reflect a progression over time, but rather a number of wonderful phenomena and states of being 

that could all apply simultaneously, but yet are not necessarily dependent upon one another and 

therefore could be counted separately.10  Consequently, Ibn Ezra concludes, there are more separate 

blessings, as opposed to more details concerning the fewer stages of curses. This is done because in 

order for the curses to serve as a deterrent against poor behavior, specifics have to be mentioned; 

however this is not the case regarding positive incentives, which in the end even stated in general terms 

are unnecessary for most righteous individuals  aspire to fulfill God’s Word even in the absence of 

reward.11  

 

                                                           
9
 VaYikra 26:14 “And if you don’t listen to Me…” 

v. 18 “And if until this point you didn’t listen to Me…” 

v. 21 “And if you walk with Me indifferently and you do not desire to listen to Me…” 

v. 23 “And if with regard to these you will not be admonished by Me…” 

v. 27 “And if with all this you will not listen to Me… 
10

 v. 4 Timely rain and abundant crops as a result. 

v. 5 Sufficient food and dwelling in your land securely.   

v. 6 No invasions either from human enemies or ferocious animals.  

v. 7-8 Military victories. 

v. 9 An expansion of the numbers of people and a Covenant with God.   

v. 10 Will be able to store food so that it can properly age and reach maximum flavor. 

v. 11 God will Establish His Tabernacle in the people’s midst and He will not Reject them.  

v. 12 God will Be in the people’s midst and He will Be for them a God and they will be for Him a nation. 

v. 13 God will Remove burdens from upon the people’s shoulders so that they can stand erect.    
11

 Avot 1:3 

…He (Antignos from Socho) used to say: Do not be like the servants who serve the master in order to 

receive a reward, but rather be like the servants who serve the master without the expectation of a 

reward… 
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 Wiesel, rather than engaging in an analytical exercise intended to maximize the number of 

blessings and at the same time minimizing the curses, suggests that the curses, by taking a long view, 

are actually manifestations of God’s Kindness rather than expressions of anger and disregard, in effect 

“unorthodox blessings.” The last section of the litany of curses informs the point of all of them, i.e.,  

 

VaYikra 26:43-45 

…and they shall make amends for their iniquity; because even because they despised 

My Judgments, and because their soul abhorred My Statutes. 

And yet for all that, when they are in the land of their enemies, I will not Cast them 

away nor will I Abhor them, to Destroy them utterly, and to Break My Covenant 

with them, for I am the Lord, their God. 

But I will for their sakes Remember the Covenant with their ancestors, whom I Brought 

out of the land of Egypt in the sight of the nations, that I might Be their God, I 

am the Lord. 

 

Wiesel’s perspective of course places emphasis upon the experience of the people as a whole, 

over long periods of time. Individuals experiencing  exile and persecution, will have suffered and 

perished; however the people as a whole have gained the possibility  of coming closer to redemption 

and spiritual enlightenment. Such an interpretation is reminiscent of HaKetav VeHaKabbala’s insistence 

that the predicted “great wealth” with which the Jews will eventually  leave Egypt,12 rather than 

referring to the spoils that the Jews would “borrow”13 or the jewels they would gather up at the shores 

of the Reed Sea once the Egyptian chariots had been destroyed,14 instead was an allusion to the moral 

and social lessons learned by means of the entire Egyptian experience, although once again children 

were drowned in the Nile and workers not meeting their quota of bricks were sometimes beaten to 

death. 15 16 

 

A particular verse within the blessings of Parashat BeChukotai is identified as representing a 

fundamental Jewish principle.  

              Intriguingly, one verse in particular among the blessings preceding the Tochecha in Parashat 

BeChukotai is highlighted by R. J.B. Soloveitchik, ZaTzaL, in his iconic essay, “The Lonely Man of Faith.”17 

                                                           
12

 Beraishit 15:14 

“And also the nation that will enslave them I will Judge, and afterwards they (the Jewish people) will leave 

with great wealth.” 
13

 Shemot 3:22; 11:2; 12:35-6. 
14

 RaShI on Shemot 15:22. 
15

 A figurative approach could also bemoan the loss of all those Jews who assimilated in Egypt and did not leave, as 

implied in the Midrashic interpretation of Shemot 13:18 (Tanchuma Beshalach 1) where the word “VeChamushim” 

is understood as stating that only 1/5 of the Jews in Egypt actually left. Would such assimilation have necessarily 

occurred had the Jews not gone to the Egyptian exile? 
16

 This understanding also parallels the passage in Shemot Rabba 1:1, where the exile to Egypt is depicted as a 

parent’s treating with “tough love” his child in order that the latter is not “overly indulged.” 
17

 Tradition, Vol. 7, Spring, 1965. 
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During the course of delineating the experience of “Adam II”,18 or “Confronted Man”19 vis-à-vis his 

relationship with God, the Rav states in rather unconventional terms:  

 

…The element of togetherness of God and man is indispensable for the covenantal 

community for the very validity of the covenant rests upon the juridic-Halachic principle 

of free negotiation, mutual assumption of duties and full recognition of the equal rights 

of both parts concerned with the covenant. Both parties entering a covenantal 

relationship possess inalienable rights which may only be surrendered by mutual 

consent. The paradoxical experience of freedom, reciprocity and “equality” in one’s 

personal confrontation with God is basic for the understanding of the covenantal faith 

community. We meet God in the covenantal faith community as a comrade and fellow 

member. Of course, even within the framework of this community, God appears as the 

leader, teacher, and shepherd.20 Yet the leader is an integral part of the community, the 

teacher inseparable from his pupils, and the shepherd never leaves his flock. They all 

belong to one group. The covenant draws God into the society of men of faith…21 

 

In a footnote at the end of this paragraph, the Rav references a verse from the blessings in our Parasha, 

as well as the Midrash Halacha and commentary on that verse: 

 

VaYikra 26:12  

                                                           
18

 This terminology is based upon Beraishit Chapt. 2’s presentation of the creation of man, in contrast to “Adam I” 

who is described in Beraishit Chapt. 1.  
19

 Whereas man in Chapt. 1 is part of Nature, not realizing that there is anything different and unique about 

himself, and seeing his role as pragmatically controlling and exploiting the world around him, Chapt. 2’s man 

recognizes that he is a different, unique and lonely creature whose destiny is to form relationships with peers as 

well as with God.  
20

 These categories are reminiscent of the liturgical poem that is recited prior to the confessional many times over 

the course of Yom HaKippurim:  

The Complete ArtScroll Machzor—Yom Kippur, p. 129. 

For we are Your People, and You are our God,  

We are Your Children, and You are our Father,  

We are Your Servants, and You are our Master,  

We are Your Congregation, and You are our Portion,  

We are Your Heritage, and You are our Lot,  

We are Your Sheep, and You are our Shepherd, 

We are Your Vineyard, and You are our Watchman, 

We are Your Handiwork, and You are our Shaper, 

We are Your Friend, and You are our Beloved, 

We are Your Treasure, and You are our God, 

We are Your People, and You are our King, 

We are Your Designated, and You are our Designated.   
21

 “The Lonely Man of Faith,” pp. 29-30. 
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And I will Cause Myself to Walk in your midst, and I will Be to you for a God, and you will 

be for Me a Nation.  

 

Sifra 15 

They presented a parable. To what is this comparable? To a king who goes out on a walk 

with his sharecropper22 in an orchard.  The sharecropper is trembling before him. The 

king says to the sharecropper, “Why are you trembling before me? I am just like you.” 

So God in the future will Walk with the righteous in the Garden of Eden, and the 

righteous see Him and tremble before Him. He Says to them, “I Am just like you.” You 

might think that His Fear should not be upon you? The text teaches, “And I will Be to 

you for a God, and you will be for Me a Nation.” 

 

RaShI 

I will Walk with you in the Garden of Eden and you will not be trembling from before 

Me. You might think that you should not fear Me at all? The text teaches, “And I will Be 

to you for a God.”  

 

MaLBIM, in his commentary on VaYikra 26:12, takes note of the Sifra, and explains the parable:   

 

…The righteous are the sharecroppers of God, who take care of the great orchard, the 

world. They justify the continued existence of the world that was brought into existence 

by the Ten Statements,23 by means of their observance of Tora and Mitzvot. Their 

walking with the King as He Sees to His Work should be understood that they serve as 

partners to the Holy One, Blessed be He in the work of Creation, in the sense that they 

are present in the Garden of Eden “to work it and to guard it”24 by means of Tora and 

Mitzvot. And when He Says, “Behold I Am like you,” this is because they by means of 

their actions can shake the foundations of the universe. In accordance with their 

decrees the world will be conducted either with mercy or judgment, as it is said, (Moed 

Katan 16b) “Who rules over Me? The righteous one. Because I Make Decrees and (due 

to him) I Annul them…25 

                                                           
22

 A sharecropper rents land from a landowner, and pays his rent in the form of a percentage of his crops.  
23

 During the course of the Creation story in Beraishit 1, the word “And he Said” appears in fact only nine times:  

 1:3, 6, 9, 11, 14, 20, 24, 26, 29.  

RaMBaM in his commentary on the Mishna in Avot noting the Ten Statements (5:1,) suggests that since in the very 

first verse it states that heaven and earth were created, we must infer that this was also brought about by a Divine 

Statement comparable to what is stated with regard to the subsequent nine Creations, thereby completing the 

ten.    
24

 See Beraishit 2:15. 
25

 A positive formulation of the same idea appears in the Midrash:  

Midrash Tanchuma, Parashat VaYera, Siman 19 
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The Partnership between God and man. 

To think of our Covenant with God as empowering us to partner with Him in the work of 

Creation is a powerful image and truly constitutes a Blessing. It is an important expansion of a concept 

that the Talmud associates with judges who do their job properly.   Shabbat 10a quotes R. Chiya bar Rav 

MiDiftei to the effect that every judge who judges correctly is made a partner with God in the act of 

Creation. And certainly we can appreciate how a society depends upon its judicial leadership to assure 

that it is solidly founded on the principles of justice. A proper and honest legal system is necessary to 

assure that a situation does not arise similar to the one that brought God to Decide to obliterate the 

world due to its being filled with immorality and unethical practices. Such an idea accounts for why 

“Dinim” (establishing law courts) is one of the seven Noachide Commandments, essentially delineating 

the establishment of a code of law and courts to adjudicate them as well as police to enforce the laws,  

as one of the key foundations of any civilized society. But MaLBIM, based upon the parable in the Sifra, 

expands the concept to not only include judges, but anyone who is righteous, i.e., lives a Godly life and 

seeks to improve the world and the lot of others living in it, that such a person too  should be viewed 

and see himself  as a Divine Partner.26  

 

The extent to which God “Needs” man, so to speak, in order for Creation to be properly completed. 

              When the concept of a Divine Covenant is usually considered, one thinks of how man is 

encumbered with irrevocable obligations once he enters into this relationship with the Divine, and how 

the consequences of violating the Covenant are severe. The Rav in his essay derives from the traditional 

sources cited above, associated with the blessings in Bechukotai, an image of mutuality and equality, as 

it were, with man encountering a Heavenly Counterpart and God Discovering and Developing a “fellow 

traveler.”  Furthermore, prior to the Covenant, according to the Rav not only was it not good for man to 

be alone, justifying the Creation of Chava, but the original creation of Adam can now be understood as 

an attempt on God’s part not for Him to be “alone,” as it were.   It is the Covenant, whether between 

husband and wife, or man and God,  that creates the type of relationship that will dissipate such a sense 

of being alone. Perhaps this also explains why God is so Determined via a series of traumatic 

experiences for man to return to the proper path and resume the Divine Encounter that the Covenant 

allows to take place. Even as man ultimately realizes how much he is in need of God, could the same be 

said in reverse?   

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 ...Who tells Him what to do? “Shomer Mitzva” (the one who observes the Commandment)—these are 

the righteous who fulfill the Commandments of the Holy One, Blessed be He, and the Holy One, Blessed 

be He, Fulfills their decrees…' 
26

 An Aggadic passage that illustrates how this concept should be approached generally rather than specifically 

applying to judges appears in Shabbat: 

Shabbat 89a 

R. Yehoshua b. Levi also said: When Moshe ascended on high, he found the Holy One, Blessed Be He, 

Tying crowns on the letters [of the Tora]. Said He to him, 'Moshe, is there no [greeting of] Peace in thy 

town?' 'Shall a servant extend [a greeting of] Peace to his Master!' replied he: 'Yet thou shouldst have 

assisted Me,' Said He. Immediately he cried out to Him, ‘And now, I pray thee, let the power of the Lord 

be great, according as thou hast spoken.’  


