Parashat VeZot HaBracha

Moshe’s Blessing to Bnei Yisrael

e How does the Torah conclude, and why?
e What is the connection between Moshe’s blessing to Bnei Yisrael and the blessing of the
forefathers?

e What kind of blessings does Moshe bestow upon Israel?

1. The Conclusion of the Torah with Moshe’s Death
Parashat VeZot HaBracha is the concluding parasha of the entire Torah; the Torah ends with
Moshe’s blessing to Israel, and finally, his death. Moshe’s death is a fitting end for the five
books of the Torah because the entire Torah is his prophecy - upon his death, the Torah ends.
After Moshe, God’s prophetic connection with Israel was manifested on a normal, lower

prophetic level.

The Ramban maintains that even passages in the Torah that do not mention Moshe, and even

events that took place before his birth, are nonetheless prophecies that come from Moshe’s lips:
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In any case, it would have been correct to introduce the book of Bereshit with: “And God spoke

all these words to Moshe, saying.” However, it was written anonymously because Moshe



Rabbeinu did not write the Torah as if he were speaking, like prophets who mention themselves,
as Ezekiel always says, “And the word of the Lord came to me, saying, Son of Man,” and as it
says in Jeremiah, “And the word of the Lord came to me, saying.” Rather, Moshe Rabbeinu wrote
the history of the world and its first generations and its events in the third person. And therefore it
says “And God spoke to Moshe and said to him” as if speaking about two others. And because
this is so, Moshe is not mentioned in the Torah until he was born, and is mentioned as if another
is telling about him... The reason for the Torah being written in this form [namely, the third
person] is that it preceded the creation of the world, and, needless to say, it preceded the birth of
Moshe Rabbeinu. It has been transmitted to us by tradition that [the Torah] was written with
letters of black fire upon a background of white fire. Thus Moshe was like a scribe who copies
from an ancient book, and therefore he wrote anonymously. However, it is true and clear that the
entire Torah - from the beginning of Bereshit to "in the sight of all Israel” [the last words in
Devarim] - reached the ear of Moshe from the mouth of the Holy One, blessed be He. (Ramban,
Introduction to Bereshit)

With Moshe’s death the Torah is complete, and everything written afterwards is considered part

of the works of prophets, “Neviim,” which does not have the same status as the “Torah.”

Moshe’s degree of prophecy was special,! and his leadership of Israel was special; the Torah

chooses to conclude its words with a description of his great prophecy and leadership:
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Since then, no prophet has risen in Israel like Moshe, whom the Lord knew face to face, who did

all those signs and wonders the Lord sent him to do in Egypt—to Pharaoh and to all his
officials and to his whole land. For no one has ever shown the mighty power or performed the

awesome deeds that Moshe did in the sight of all Israel. (Devarim 34:10-12)

! The Ramban devotes a chapter and a half of his Hilchot Yesodei HaTorah to explaining the differences between
Moshe and other prophets. Among the differences he lists: All other prophets prophesy through dreams and visions,
and Moshe does not; other prophets receive prophecies in riddle form, while Moshe did not; other prophets are
seized with fits and collapse during prophecy, while Moshe remains standing; other prophets prophesy on occasion,
while Moshe prophesies when he wants to.



2. Moshe as a Father to Israel
Before his death, Moshe chooses to bless the tribes of Israel. In the Torah, we find that before
their death, the forefathers bless their children. Moshe is not Israel’s father, but throughout his
life, he guided Israel and provided for all their needs, just as a father provides for his children,
and thus Moshe decides to part from Israel: like a dying father blesses his children. Moshe’s love
for Israel and his concern for them, like a father’s concern for his children, is expressed in his
claims against God at times of crisis, when he feels that he cannot continue bearing responsibility

for them:
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Did I conceive all these people? Did | give them birth? Why do you tell me to carry them in my

arms, as a nurse carries an infant... (Bamidbar 11:12)

Moshe’s father-son relationship with Am Yisrael is expressed all the days of his life and
leadership: during their labor in Egypt (birthpangs); when he led them out of Egypt (birth);
throughout their wanderings in the desert (their maturation process); until they become a mature,
independent people, ready to enter their own land. Even before his death, Moshe relates to Israel

like a father to his children, and blesses them.

As a leader, Moshe could have merely uttered a general blessing, but he chooses to relate to his
people like a father who is familiar with the special personality and characteristics of each and
every one of his children, and he blesses them accordingly. Moshe is familiar with the unique
nature of each tribe, and even (prophetically) predicts their future, devoting a suitable blessing to

each and every tribe.

3. A Study of the Blessings in the Torah

Concluding the Torah with a blessing



If the Torah were Moshe’s “life story,” it would be sufficient to read Moshe’s blessings to Israel
as a personal farewell from a great leader. However, “Moshe’s Torah” is not merely his life
story, but “God’s Torah.” Therefore, Moshe’s blessings have a more profound dimension to
them: they express the Torah’s overview of each tribe. God concludes His Torah with words of
blessing to Israel, which is a conclusion of special significance. In order to reach a deeper
understanding of each blessings’ significance, we will first explore the concept of blessing as it is

manifested in the Torah.
The blessing “Be fruitful and multiply”

In parashat Bereshit, the Torah opens with a description of the creation of the world. With the
conclusion of the creation narrative, immediately after the creation of man? - the purpose of

creation — God commands him with His blessing:
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And God blessed them and God said to them, Be fruitful and multiply and fill the land and

conquer it, and vanquish the fish of the sea and the bird of the skies and every animal that creeps
upon the land. (Bereshit 1:28)

2 However, the human was not the first to receive this blessing of fertility, as the birds and the insects were already
blessed thus on the fifth day (1:22), however, there is a difference between the blessing received by humankind and
the blessing received by the animals, as the Ramban comments on Bereshit 1:28:

2> ("wnni pixa) N7yn7 7ax ,"na7-x 0n7 k1" N2 2md 297 ,wnn 1o11 1T — "Da7-x onix 124"
12 'Y NN AT X7 ,NT2NN N> 002 NIV IAXAN X' ND0A0Y w19 [ "Inx? onv-x onix "
.0'’71an

This is an actual blessing, and therefore it is written that “And God said to them,” but before, (on the fifth
day), it is written, “And God blessed them, saying,” which can be interpreted as the statement that endowed
them with the power to reproduce, not another form of speech that causes them to be blessed.

For further discussion regarding the blessings given to humankind, see Rabbeinu Bahya ad loc.



What is the meaning of this blessing? Can God’s blessing be interpreted as a human wish, or an
expression of hope or prayer? Isn’t everything created according to God’s will?! The
significance of God’s blessing is rendering Shabbat the source of all blessing, as the Recanati

describes:
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“And God blessed them” — the expression “blessed,” beracha, is related to the word o'n n>12,

berecha, a “pool of water,” expressing how the source [of all blessing] is from above to below.

(Recanati, Bereshit 1:22)
Chazal may have interpreted the language of the blessing in the Torah as a mitzvah to be fruitful
and multiply, but they obviously do not dismiss the plain meaning of the text. Besides a person’s
obligation to have children, there is a blessing here which endows humanity with the capacity to

be fruitful and multiply.®

The blessing of fruitfulness is a special blessing, which expresses and fulfills the image of God
that each person contains in his or her capacity to create and produce, continuing the act of

creation that God Himself began.
The blessing of Shabbat

The next blessing in the Torah is bestowed upon the seventh day:

% The accompanying mitzvah to the blessing is something given uniquely to humankind, which clarifies the
fundamental difference between the blessing “Be fruitful and multiply” as given to the animals, which is the instinct
to reproduce, and the blessing “be fruitful and multiply” given to the human, who has the capacity of choice. The Or
Hahayim (Bereshit 1:28) also noted the duplication of the blessing and the commandment, and explained it in two
ways, which differ slightly from our explanation: 1) the blessing is a kind of promise regarding the continual
existence of the human race, and because of that, the human is commanded to be fruitful and multiply so that
humanity will take responsibility for its growth and not become passive due to the blessing. 2. “Be fruitful and
multiply” is what created human ability to reproduce, and therefore, it is fitting to command them to reproduce only
once they are capable of reproduction.
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And God blessed the seventh day and consecrated it, for upon it He rested from all His Work that
He had created to do. (Bereshit 2:3)

What is the meaning of the blessing that God bestows upon the Shabbat day?

In the Radak’s opinion, this blessing is also related to fertility, but as opposed to the physical

fertility of “Be fruitful and multiply,” this concerns fertility of the spirit:

“And he blessed” — the blessing is a good addition, and the Shabbat day was added for the good
of the spirit, who on this day can rest from the dealings with this world, and can deal with the
wisdom and words of God. (Radak, ad loc.)

The Radak explains the Shabbat’s main virtue as a day from rest from the bustle of the physical

world, and such rest enables the spirit to flourish.

However, Rabbeinu Chaim ben Atar, whose commentary “Or HaChayim” is based on kabbalistic
teaching, prefers to explain the Shabbat’s virtue as an inherently spiritual sanctity, and therefore

there is a need for a blessing of material wealth:
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The correct meaning of the text is that to be in this world, one needs material wealth to exist,
such as eating and drinking and human needs, all of which are achieved through physical and
material toil, which is mundane. And when God wished to sanctify the seventh day first and
bless that nothing will be lacking on it, for the goodness of the lowly world is not achieved
through abstinence and sanctity but through mundane dealings, He still blessed it that no good
will be lacking, and moreover that it would be even more good that the other days: two loaves of
bread, three meals and other pleasures, and this is its blessing, which is antithetical [to the
Shabbat’s inherent nature]. (Or HaChayim, Bereshit 2:3)



The Or HaChayim goes on to explain, using kabbalistic ideas,* that material wealth of the other
days of the week is actually influenced by the holiness of the Shabbat:
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What it says in the Zohar (Yitro 8), that the material wealth of all six days is derived from the
Shabbat day, refers to the word “and He blessed,” for on [the Shabbat day] God commanded the
blessing for all eternity.

The Ibn Ezra’s interpretation of the word “blessing” is particularly interesting, both in regard to

Shabbat and in general:
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“And God blessed” — the meaning of “blessing” is a good addition, and on this day there is

physical renewal, fertile power, and in souls, spiritual [renewal] of knowledge and intellect. (Ibn
Ezra, ad loc.)

According to the Ibn Ezra, the blessing of Shabbat is twofold — when both physical fertility and
spiritual and intellectual fertility are renewed as one. His words are consistent with those of the

kabbalists who explain the connection between physical and spiritual fertility.
God’s blessing to Noach

After Creation, the world continues to exist through the power of the primal blessings that were
bestowed during Creation. The flood, which destroys the world and wipes out nearly all life on

the face of the earth, violates the blessing of “be fruitful and multiply” that was given at the end

# The Ramban, preceding him, already explained Bereshit 2:3 thus:
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And the truth is that the blessing on Shabbat is the source of all blessing, the foundation of the world... and
know that on Shabbat there is truly an extra soul...



of the six days,> and therefore, immediately after the flood, when Noach leaves the ark and the
world begins to rebuild itself, God renews His blessing to humanity:®
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And God blessed Noach and his sons and said to them, Be fruitful and multiply and fill the land.

And fear and dread of you shall be upon every beast of the earth and every bird of the sky, all that

creeps upon the earth and all the fish of the sea is given into your hands. (Bereshit 9:1-2).

From the power of God’s blessing to Noach, humankind continues to multiply and to develop.
God’s blessing to Avraham
The next blessing is God’s blessing to Avraham:
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And | shall make you into a great nation and | will make your name great and you shall be a

blessing. And | will bless those who bless you and those who curse you | will curse, and all
families of the earth shall be blessed through you. (Bereshit 12:2-3)

Because this blessing was contingent upon the command: “Get thee out of your land and your
birthplace and the house of your father,” it is said in the future tense — “and I will bless you.”

Even so, the similarities between it and the blessing given to Adam and Noach cannot be

5> As the Or Hahayim explains (in his commentary on Bereshit 1:28, mentioned above in comment 3), that the
blessing is a promise that humankind will not become extinct.

® The Radak explained thus (Bereshit 9:1):
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“And God blessed them” — even though they were already blessed at the beginning of creation, now it was
like the beginning of the world for it was renewed after the chaos, for the world had been covered in water.
And the blessing is what He said to them, Be fruitful and multiply, the fear and dread of you...”



overlooked;’ the first promise God makes to Avraham is “And I will make you into a great
nation” — a blessing of fertility and proliferation, similar to the blessings of Adam and Noach.
However, this blessing is not bestowed upon all of humanity, but is intended for a specific family
within humanity. Moreover, Avraham receives a special blessing: “and you shall be a
blessing...and all families of the earth shall be blessed through you,” that is: Avraham becomes a

source of blessing.

This aspect recalls the kabbalistic interpretation of the blessing of Shabbat, as the
aforementioned Or HaChayim explains it, for example: just as Shabbat is blessed with special
spirituality and additional holiness, so Avraham is blessed with special spirituality, with a special
connection to God;®and just as Shabbat is the source of all blessing and abundance for the world,
so Avraham becomes a source of blessing for the rest of humankind. The special spiritual

connection with God is what enables the transmission of blessing to the world.

God continues blessing Avraham many times over the course of his life, with three different

blessings: blessings of fertility and proliferation; of the Land; and of the covenant with God.®

While Avraham’s blessing is a continuation of Adam and Noach'’s, it is also a turning point:
from now on, the blessing is not intended for the entire human race, but for Avraham’s family,

which later becomes Am Yisrael. This family receives the blessing of fertility and proliferation

! According to Rashi and Radak, “And I will bless” means that God will bless Avraham with material wealth.
However, it may be that the expression means that God will bestow additional blessing upon him in the future,
which has not yet been granted to him. And indeed, later on, as we shall see, God blesses Avraham with additional
blessings.

8 The origins of this special blessing can be found in Noach’s blessing to Shem, who Avraham is descended from:
“And he said, Blessed is the Lord, God of Shem” (Bereshit 9:26).

9 See these sources (in Bereshit): 13:14-17; 15:5; 17:4-8; 15-21; 22:16:18.



in addition to a spiritual blessing and the blessing of the Land. Similarly, Avraham receives the
ability to bless, and thus becomes a source of blessing for the other nations and the entire world,

as the Midrash expresses:
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“And be a blessing” — God said to him: from the time | created the world, | needed to bless m
g

creations. I blessed Adam and Eve, as it says “and God blessed them,” and Noach and his sons, as
it says: “And God blessed Noach and his sons,” and from now on, you will be responsible for the

blessings... (Midrash Tanchuma [Warsaw], parashat Lech Lecha, 4)

God’s blessing to Yitzchak

God’s blessing to Avraham’s family passes on to Yitzchak,? as is mentioned in several places in

Bereshit:
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And it came to pass after Avraham’s death that God blessed his son Yitzchak (Bereshit 25:11)

10 Note that Avraham does not transfer the blessing to Yitzchak himself, but God blesses Yitzchak with Avraham’s
blessing. Avraham only takes care that Yitzchak marries a worthy woman (21:1-9), and similarly, he sends the sons
of his concubines away (25:5-6), thereby ensuring that Yitzchak will be his only heir. The Tanchuma relates to this
point:
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Avraham foresaw that Esav and Yaakov would come from Yitzchak and did not bless him. Avraham said, the
Master of the world will come and bless whoever He wants. This can be compared to a king who had an orchard and
appointed a tenant to tend to it. In the orchard grew a tree that produced a life-giving elixir and a tree that produced
an elixir of death that grew intertwined. The tenant said, What should | do — I cannot water the life-giving tree and
leave the other one, for it drinks water from the other, but | will just leave them until the owner of the orchard comes
and tells me what he wants me to do. Thus said Avraham: | cannot bless Yitzchak for Esav will be born of him, but |
shall leave it for God to decide what He wishes to do. Because Avraham and Yitzchak did not do so, God blessed
Yaakov Himself.

10
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Stay in this land for a while, and | will be with you and will bless you. For to you and your

descendants | will give all these lands and will confirm the oath | swore to your father Avraham. |
will make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and will give them all these
lands, and through your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed (Bereshit 26:3-4)
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That night the Lord appeared to him and said, “I am the God of your father Avraham. Do not be

afraid, for 1 am with you; I will bless you and will increase the number of your descendants for
the sake of my servant Avraham.” (26:24)

Yitzchak’s blessing to Yaakov

Yitzchak passes on the blessing to his sons before his death. He expects to bless Esav (27:1-4),
but Yaakov manages to secure the blessing:
May God give you heaven’s dew and earth’s richness, an abundance of grain and new wine. May
nations serve you and peoples bow down to you. Be lord over your brothers, and may the sons of

your mother bow down to you. May those who curse you be cursed and those who bless you be
blessed.” (27:28-29)

This blessing is one of material wealth and power, not at all like God’s blessing to Adam and
Noah,! nor even that of Avraham. It seems that Yitzchak intended this material blessing for
Esav, and planned to give Yaakov the blessing of Avraham, including the blessings of seed,

Land and covenant with God. As he indeed blesses him later:

1 \While God blessed Adam and Noach with a blessing of dominion, the blessing in question concerned human
dominion over everything else living and over nature, while the blessing here refers to one nation ruling over
another.

11
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May God Almighty bless you and make you fruitful and increase your numbers until you become
a community of peoples. May He give you and your descendants the blessing given to
Avraham, so that you may take possession of the land where you now reside as a foreigner, the
land God gave to Avraham.” (Bereshit 28:3-4)*?

Yaakov essentially receives two blessings: One is Avraham’s threefold blessing of seed, Land
and covenant; the second is a blessing of material wealth and power — the blessing Yitzchak

intended for Esav.!®

Yaakov’s blessing to his sons

12 And even God blesses Yaakov with this blessing (Bereshit 28: 13-15):
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There above it stood the Lord, and he said: “I am the Lord, the God of your father Avraham and the God of
Yitzchak. I will give you and your descendants the land on which you are lying. Your descendants will be
like the dust of the earth, and you will spread out to the west and to the east, to the north and to the
south. All peoples on earth will be blessed through you and your offspring. | am with you and will watch
over you wherever you go, and | will bring you back to this land. | will not leave you until | have done
what I have promised you.”

Similarly, Yaakov testifies that he has received this blessing (48:3-4):
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Yaakov said to Yosef, “God Almighty appeared to me at Luz in the land of Canaan, and there he blessed
me and said to me, ‘I am going to make you fruitful and increase your numbers. | will make you a
community of peoples, and | will give this land as an everlasting possession to your descendants after you.’

13 In this context, see Rav Yaacov Medan’s article (in Hebrew) “Regarding the Struggle between Yaacov and Esav”
on Yeshivat Har Etzion’s Virtual Bet HaMidrash website: www.etzion.org.il/vbm/archive/parsha_bereshit.html

12
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Like his fathers before him, Yaakov also blesses his sons before his death. First of all, he blesses

Yosef and his sons:

2XAT XD 7D 0P 7Y TR DR AYI] ©T2-X7 pUE DFIR MDY DX 2PN WK DT2-K7 1R 901 DX TN

- PI¥T 2722 297 1T PUY 07128 "NIX DY 0V D2 KR 07IIT DX T2 ¥ 220 DR
Then he blessed Yosef and said,

“May the God before whom my fathers Avraham and Isaac walked faithfully, the God who has
been my shepherd all my life to this day, the Angel who has delivered me from all harm - may He
bless these boys. May they be called by my name and the names of my fathers Avraham and
Isaac, and may they increase greatly upon the earth.” (Bereshit 48:15-16)

That is, Yaakov blesses Yosef and his sons with the blessing of fertility and proliferation.**

Afterwards, Yaakov turns to all his sons and passes the blessing onto them as well, as the Torah

emphasizes through the conclusion of the blessings:
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All these are the twelve tribes of Israel, and this is what their father said to them when he blessed
them, giving each the blessing appropriate to him. (Bereshit 49:28)

However, these blessings are not introduced with the verb “blessed”; rather, with the verb Tan,

“told”:
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Then Yaakov called for his sons and said: Gather around so | can tell you what will happen to

you in days to come. Assemble and listen, sons of Yaakov; listen to your father Israel. (Bereshit
49:1-2)

14 Yaakov later adds: “And he blessed them on that day, saying, In your name will Israel pronounce this blessing:

‘May God make you like Ephraim and Menashe.’ This blessing recalls Avraham’s blessing, “And all families of the
earth shall be blessed through you.”

13



It seems that Yaakov’s words are introduced thus, and not with the verb “blessed,” because some
of his sons are not blessed, but reprimanded.*® Even his words of praise are not referred to as a
“blessing” — in his words to Yosef alone he uses this verb, and even repeats it several times:
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Because of your father’s God, who helps you, because of the Almighty, who blesses you with

blessings of the skies above, blessings of the deep springs below, blessings of the breast and
womb. Your father’s blessings are greater than the blessings of the ancient mountains, than the
blessings of my parents. Let all these rest on the head of Yosef, on the brow of the prince
among his brothers. (49: 25-26)

Yosef receives the blessing of fertility and proliferation from Yaakov (“blessings of the breast
and womb”’) which was transmitted to Avraham from Adam and Noach, as well as the special
blessing bestowed upon Avraham and Yitzchak (“my parents”), which includes a blessing of

material wealth (that Yitzchak intended for Esav).®

Yaakov reveals the unique characteristics of the other tribes and the future good that will come
of them (or the evil that may arise from their negative traits), while the actual blessing is
transmitted to Yosef. Because of this, Yaakov concludes his words with a generic blessing for all
the brothers, as Rashi explains:

0772 927 WK DR WIPD T3 RYXR 2770 KPR 0372 RYW 07n w1 X271 — 7ONIR T12%) 0iP2AR 072 7127 WK DRTY
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“And this is what their father said to them, and he blessed them” — Aren’t there those that he did

not bless, but rather chided? Rather, this is what is intended: And this is what their father spoke to

them - what is related in this section. One might think that he did not bless Reuven, Shimon, and

15 See verses 3-7.

16 According to the interpretations of Rashi and the Rashbam on verse 26, which explain that “your father’s
blessing” refers to the blessing that Yaakov received from God, “have exceeded the blessings of my parents” are the
blessings of Avraham and Yitzchak, and the two blessings, both Avraham and Yitzchak’s in addition to Yaakov’s
additional blessing — “shall rest upon Yosef’s head, on the brow of the prince of his brothers.”
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Levi. Therefore, it states in the Bible: And he blessed them, meaning all of them. (Rashi, Bereshit
49:28)

Once we have mentioned all the blessings in the Torah until this point, we can now discuss

Moshe’s blessing.

4. Moshe’s Blessing to Israel

A continuation of the forefathers’ blessing

Moshe, before his death, carries on the forefathers’ tradition to bless their sons.!” However, as
opposed to Yaakov, Moshe’s words to the people are initially defined as a blessing, and his

blessing to some of the tribes is explicitly described with this verb root:
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This is the blessing that Moshe, the man of God, blessed Bnei Yisrael before his death.

7 The continuity of the blessing is expressed beautifully in Devarim Raba [Vilna], VeZot HaBracha, 11:1:
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...From the forefathers of the world...one began where the other left off. How?

Avraham blessed Yitzchak, as it is written (Bereshit 25): “And Avraham gave all he had to Yitzchak.” And
what did he give him?... R”Y says, He gave him the birthright... R. Nehemiah says, He gave him the
blessing...

Yitzchak was about to bless Yaacov, and said: Where Father left off, there I will begin. Father stopped at
“mmi,” 1 will begin with “/n4”... as it says, “0'717% 77 [n1 — May God give you.” How did Yitzchak
conclude? With calling, as it says, “And Yitzchak called Yaakov and blessed him.”

Yaakov was about to bless the tribes, and said: I will begin with calling, as it says: “And Yaakov called his
sons,” and How did he conclude? With “nxr,” as it says, 12X DN7 12T WX nxri” - and this is what their
father spoke to them.”

Moshe was about to bless Israel, and said: I will begin with “nxr,” from where? From where we begin
reading, “.n>720 NXTI”
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(Devarim 33:1)
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Bless all his skills, Lord, and be pleased with the work of his hands. (33:11)
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To Yosef, he said: “May the Lord bless his land... (13)

T3 2070 2 R T
To Gad, he said: “Blessed is he who enlarges Gad’s domain! (20)
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To Naphtali, he said: “Naphtali is abounding with the favor of the Lord and is full of his blessing;

(23)
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To Asher, he said: Blessed among sons is Asher... (24)

Moshe blesses each tribe with a unique blessing, but when reading the blessings as a whole, it
can be discerned that they encompass the three elements of the forefathers’ blessing: the
blessings of fertility and proliferation, the Land, and the covenant with God. The general
blessing of material wealth, which Yaakov received from Yitzchak, is also transmitted to the
tribes of Israel, so that Moshe is, in fact, passing on the complete blessing of the forefathers.
The blessings of fertility and proliferation appears in Moshe’s blessing to Reuven and
Yosef:
150K PR Y N0 YR IR
Let Reuven live and not die, not his numbers be few.® (6)
W3R *DPX 07 O7IDK N132T BT ... 708 0T
To Yosef he said... Such are the myriads of Ephraim; such are the thousands of Manasseh”

(13)19

18 Rabbeinu Bahya, ad loc., explains that according to peshat, it means long life, but Rashi explains otherwise.
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The main content of the blessings deals with the special bond between Israel and God (spiritual

blessing and the blessing of God’s covenant), as well as the blessing of the Land.

The spiritual blessing
Blessings of spirituality appear in Moshe’s blessing to Levi and Binyamin:
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To Levi, he said... He teaches your precepts to Yaakov and your Torah to Israel. He offers

incense before you and whole burnt offerings on your altar. (8)
LAY 1'9D) 121 DI'D 7D 1'7Y 99N 1'7Y NUAY DY N T'T! X 0227

To Binyamin, he said: “Let the beloved of the Lord rest secure in him, for he shields him all day
long, and the one the Lord loves rests between his shoulders.” (12)%

Moreover, the opening of the blessings describes the special connection between God and Am

Yisrael, which is chiefly expressed through the receiving of the Torah:

oI PYIR Y2 DY 221 AR 0 1T WK 10 n WP D220 ADRY TIRD 300 Y207 0% 1YEn mI1) K2 21000 17 0K
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And he said, The Lord came from Sinai and dawned over them from Seir; He shone forth from

Mount Paran. He came with myriads of holy ones from the south, with a fiery law for
them.?'Surely it is You who love the people; all the holy ones are in Your hand.?? At Your feet

19 The Ibn Ezra and the Kli Yakar explained that it refers to the blessing of proliferation; but Rashi explains that it
refers to the myriads that Yehoshua killed during his conquest.

20 Most commentators hold that Binyamin’s blessing describes how the Divine Presence rests upon the portion of
Binyamin, where the Bet HaMikdash was built.

2L Most commentators hold that this is a description of what happened at Har Sinai.
22 This verse expresses God’s special affection for Israel. Rashi explains the verse thus:
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“Surely it is you who love the peoples” — with much love he loved the tribes. Each one is called a people. “All the
holy ones are in your hand” — the souls of the righteous who are concealed with Him...

Similarly, Rabbeinu Bahya explains:
791307 DRIPW DAY Y3 ONIRK 220 TV WRT TINN 110 TINR 082 (NI A5 Ta% IR — 70°nY 230 AR”
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they all bow down, and from You receive instruction,?® the law that Moshe gave us, the
possession of the assembly of Yaakov. He was king over Yeshurun when the leaders of the

people assembled, along with the tribes of Israel. (2-5)

The blessings’ conclusion?® also mentions God’s special bond with Israel, which is expressed

through the protection that God extends over Israel:
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“There isno one like the God of Yeshurun, Whorides the heavens to help you,

And in His excellency on the clouds. (26)
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Happy are you, O Israel, who is like you, a people saved by the Lord. (29)

The blessing of the Land and material wealth
Many of Moshe’s blessings mention the inheritance of the Land:
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To Yosef he said:

“Surely it is you who loves the peoples” — It can be said, besides giving them the Torah from His right hand from
within the fire, He loved them more than all other nations, as he called them a “chosen” people...

In the Seforno’s opinion, this is a comparison between Israel and the rest of the nations. “Loved the nations”
describes God’s affection for all the nations, and this verse comes to say that although God loves all the nations, He
is especially fond of Israel.

23 The Seforno explains: “At Your feet they all bow down” — they broke... they prayed with a broken spirit. “At
Your feet” — fell at your footstool at Sinai. “From You they receive instruction, the Torah commanded to us by
Moshe” — they said to the Blessed God, Let Moshe transmit your commandments, which is the Torah commanded to
us, and he said your commandments, as it says, “And he heard the voice talking to him.”

24 In the Seforno’s opinion, verses 25-29, which are considered a “summary,” are the actual blessing that Moshe
blessed Israel, and Moshe’s words to the tribes are a prayer that precedes the blessing.
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“May the Lord bless his land with the precious dew from heaven above and with the deep waters that lie
below; with the best the sun brings forth and the finest the moon can yield;? with the choicest gifts of the
ancient mountains and the fruitfulness of the everlasting hills;?® with the best gifts of the earth and its
fullness and the favor of him who dwelt in the burning bush. Let all these rest on the head of Yosef, on the
brow of the prince among his brothers. In majesty he is like a firstborn bull; his horns are the horns of a wild
ox. With them he will gore the nations, even those at the ends of the earth. Such are the ten thousands of
Ephraim; such are the thousands of Menashe.”
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To Zevulun he said:

“Rejoice, Zevulun, in your going out, and you, Issachar, in your tents.?” They will summon
peoples to the mountain and there offer the sacrifices of the righteous; they will feast on the

abundance of the seas, on the treasures hidden in the sand.”?®

25 Rashi interprets the verse thus:
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“With the best the sun brings forth” — that his land was exposed to the sun, which sweetens the fruits. “And
the finest the moon can yield” — there are some fruits that ripen in the moonlight, which are squash and
gourd.

26 In Rashi’s opinion, this verse also discusses the bounty of the land:
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“the choicest gifts of the ancient mountains” — they are blessed with early ripening fruits, for on its
mountains fruits ripen first. Another explanation is that these mountains were created first. “everlasting
hills” — hills which are constantly producing fruit, and never cease to do so due to drought.

27 In the Ramban’s opinion, this hints to the fact that Zevulun has a shore in his portion, while Yissachar has a good
portion;
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And the reason that Zevulun will rejoice in his going out - when you go out with your merchant ships, it hints that
you will dwell by the seashore. And you, “Yissachar in your tents,” — hints that there will be welcome security and
your land will be pleasant, as Yaakov’s blessing.

28 The Seforno writes:
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To Gad he said:

“Blessed is he who enlarges Gad’s domain! Gad lives there like a lion, tearing at arm or head.?

He chose the best land for himself; the leader’s® portion was kept for him...
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To Naphtali he said:

“Naphtali is abounding with the favor of the Lord and is full of his blessing; he will inherit

southward to the lake.”%!

“They will summon people to the mountain” — Yissachar and Zevulun will summon the nations of the
world to the good mountain for all the special merchandise that cannot be found amongst the nations.

“they will feast over the abundance of the seas” — Yissachar and Zevulun will have all kinds of
merchandise that comes from the sea, and that is buried in the sand, such as the blood of sea-snails [which
was a rare dye] and glass...

29 The Seforno writes:
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“Blessed is He who enlarges Gad’s domain” — who gave him a bigger portion that the other tribes on the other side

of the Jordan because although Sichon and Oz’s land was big, it was not as flowing with milk and honey as the other
side of the Jordan: Like a lion dwells. He is fitting for a large portion because he lies amongst the nations like a lion
consuming those around him.

30 The Seforno writes:
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“He chose the best land for himself” — and he is also suitable for that, for when Gad chose the land of Sichon and
Og, even though it did not have the holiness of the other side of the Jordan, he intended to acquire an important
thing, for there in the land of Sichon and Og was the hidden portion of the lawmaker, where the lawmaker, who is
Moshe, was to be buried.

31 The Seforno writes:
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You, Naphtali, inherited the sea and its southern shore, and so much of God’s blessing, and I do not need to pray for
the blessing of your land, for in your portion will be fruits of the Ginosar, the first to ripen, which will produce
Bikkurim that will find favor before Him.
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To Asher he said:

“Most blessed of sons is Asher; let him be favored by his brothers, and let him bathe his feet in

0il %
(13-24)
These blessings, which discuss the portions each tribe will inherit, are connected, of course, to

the blessing of the Land,* but many also promise material wealth, like Yaakov’s blessing.
The blessing of dominion

Some of the tribes are blessed with success in warfare, which is also related to the blessing of the

Land (its conquest) as well as to Yaakov’s blessing of dominion over his enemies:
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And this he said to Yehuda:

“Hear, Lord, the cry of Yehuda; bring him to his people. With his own hands he defends his
cause. Oh, be his help against his foes!” (7)
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To Levi he said:

32 The Seforno writes:
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“Blessed among sons in Asher” — in this Asher will be blessed amongst all other nations, for although every wealthy
person is envied by his brothers, the opposite will be true of Asher, for he will be loved by them: for his feet will
bathe in oil. He would give inexpensive oil to his brothers because he had so much oil.

33 See Rabbi Menachem Liebtag’s article on our parasha, “The Order of the Tribes,” where he shows how the

blessings deal with the conquest of the land, the goodness of the portion each tribe will receive, and the future role
of the tribe within the nation.
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... strike down those who rise against him, his foes till they rise no more.” (11)
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In majesty he is like a firstborn bull; his horns are the horns of a wild ox. With them he will

gore the nations, even those at the ends of the earth. (17)
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To Dan, he said:

“Dan is a lion’s cub, springing out of Bashan.”3* (22)

Moshe’s conclusion also blesses Israel in their entirety that God will help them be victorious

over their enemies:
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The bolts of your gates will be iron and bronze, and your strength will equal your days. “There

is no one like the God of Yeshurun, who rides across the heavens to help you and on the clouds in

34 The Seforno writes:
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“Dan is a lion cub, springing out of the Bashan” — the lion will not leave the Bashan, for it is a prime area for
cattle... for he is not sure that outside of the Bashan he will find prey. But Dan will be sure to conquer around him
and he will venture out with confidence.

35 Rashi writes:
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“The bolts of your gate will be iron and bronze” — now this refers to all of Israel, for their warriors would
dwell in the outlying cities and fortify them so the enemies could not enter, as if it were bolted with locks and
bolts of iron and bronze.

The Seforno writes:
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So the nations would not enter to fight and no one will desire your land out of fear from you... as if the land were
locked with bolts of iron or bronze...that your kingdom should not be unstable, like the empires of the nations who
are subject to the fates, rising and falling, as they are under the influence of the Heavenly hosts. But you, who are
young, and at the beginning of entering the Land, so you should also be when you are old, for you shall bear
children and grandchildren and you shall grow old in the Land. And this blessing should apply.
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his majesty. The eternal God is your refuge, and underneath are the everlasting arms.® He will
drive out your enemies before you, saying, ‘Destroy them!” So Israel will live in safety; Yaakov
will dwell secure in a land of grain and new wine, where the heavens drop dew. Blessed are you,
Israel! Who is like you, a people saved by the Lord? He is your shield and helper and your
glorious sword.®” Your enemies will cower before you,® and you will tread on their heights.”%
(25-30)

Moshe’s blessing as a father and a man of God

Thus, Moshe blesses each tribe with a suitable blessing, and together as one, Bnei Yisrael

receives the blessing of the forefathers from their leader father-figure: the blessing of the Land

36 Rashi explains:
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“Which are an abode for the God who precedes all” - The skies are an abode for God who preceded (n77)
all other deities. He selected the skies [above] as His residence and abode, while all the strong men live
below Him. “are the mighty ones of the world” - [Literally, “The arms of the world.” This refers to] Sihon,
Og, and the kings of Canaan, who were [considered] the strength and might of the world. Therefore, despite
themselves, they will tremble and quake, and their power will dwindle before God - the fear of one above
always falls upon the one below, and thus, He to whom power and might belong is the one who helps you.

37 The Seforno explains:
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“A people saved by the Lord” — that your salvation will not come from battle, but that God will fight for you. “He is
your shield and helper” — He will be the one to help you in times of destruction, preventing your annihilation, as it
says, ““ if the Lord had not been on our side when people attacked us... the raging waters would have swept us away.
Our help is in the name of the Lord” (Psalms 124: 2-8). “Who is the sword of your pride” — he shall be your proud
sword, who will lift you up over the nations when He fights them.”

38 The Chizkuni explains:
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“Your enemies will cower before you” — in your enemies’ hearts they will cower before you out of fear and show
themselves as friends and they will be enslaved to do your will.

39 The Seforno explains this as a general blessing: “Even their kings will surrender to you,” while Rashi explains

that this refers to a specific event: “and you will tread on their heights” — as it says (Devarim 10:24) “put your feet
on the necks of these kings.”
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and the covenant with God; the blessing of material wealth and victory over their enemies, and

even the primordial blessing of fertility and proliferation.

Moshe’s blessing continues the blessing tradition of the forefathers, as well as God’s way of
blessing His world, and humanity in particular. Moshe serves as a father for Bnei Yisrael, but he
is also a “man of God,”*® and he blesses them in both senses. It is fitting that the Torah conclude
with this blessing, which was first bestowed by God, passed on by the forefathers, and, finally,

bequeathed to the entire nation by Moshe.

0 As it says in the beginning of the blessings, “And this is the blessing that Moshe, the man of God, blessed Bnei
Yisrael before his death.
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