Parashat Ki Tavo






The curses

The Ramban’s Perspective of
the Torah’s Blessings and Curses

« What do all of the mitzvot included in the list of

“curses” have in common?

« What is the meaning of the phrase “who does
not uphold the words of the Torah?

« Why does the passage of the blessings and
curses feature twice (in parashat Bechukotai,

and here)?

o Are these blessings and curses natural or

unnatural?

1. “CURSED IS HE WHO DOES NOT UPHOLD THE

WORDS OF THIS TORAH”

In parashat Ki Tavo, we read the list of curses
uttered by the Levi'im facing Har Eval:

"The Levi’im shall recite to all the
people of Israel in a loud voice:

“Cursed is anyone who makes
an idol—a thing detestable to
the Lord, the work of skilled
hands—and sets it up in secret.”
Then all the people shall say,
“Amen!”

“Cursed is anyone who dishonors
their father or mother.”

Then all the people shall say,
“Amen!”

“Cursed is anyone who moves
their  neighbor’'s  boundary
stone.”
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Then all the people shall say,
“Amen!”

“Cursed is anyone who leads the
blind astray on the road.”

Then all the people shall say,
“Amen!”

“Cursed isanyone who withholds
justice from the foreigner, the
fatherless or the widow.”

Then all the people shall say,
“Amen!”

“Cursed is anyone who sleeps
with his father’s wife, for he
dishonors his father’s bed.”
Then all the people shall say,
“Amen!”

“Cursedis anyone who has sexual
relations with any animal.”
Then all the people shall say,
“Amen!”

“Cursed is anyone who sleeps
with his sister, the daughter of
his father or the daughter of his
mother.”

Then all the people shall say,
“Amen!”

“Cursed is anyone who sleeps
with his mother-in-law.”

Then all the people shall say,
“Amen!”
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Secret
deeds

“Cursed is anyone who kills their
neighbor secretly.”

Then all the people shall say,
“Amen!

“Cursed is anyone who accepts
a bribe to kill an innocent
person.”

Then all the people shall say,
“Amen!”

“Cursed is anyone who does not
uphold the words of this Torah
by carrying them out.”

Then all the people shall say,
“Amen!”

(Devarim 27: 14-26)

What characterizes the prohibitions included in this
list, and why were these the mitzvot selected to be
formulated as “curses” at the covenant ceremony
held before Bnei Yisrael’s entrance to the Land?

The Rashbam (on verse 15) explains that this
list includes acts done in secret, which therefore
cannot be brought to trial to the Bet Din, and
thus Bnei Yisrael receive special warning in regard
to these mitzvot1 The Rashbam points out two

1 These are his words:
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Cursed is
he who
does not

uphold

exceptions, which are often committed in public:
“Cursed is anyone who makes an idol” (15) and “cursed
is he who kills his neighbor” (24), and therefore the
Torah adds the word “inpa” - in secret, to both of
them, in order to emphasize that these sins are
relevant here when committed in secret.

The passage ends with “Cursed is anyone who
does not uphold the words of this Torah by carrying
them out. Then all the people shall say, ‘Amen!”
This warning differs from the others, which all warn
against sins (negative mitzvot) that a person does (in
secret), while this final statement is a commandment
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“And sets it up in secret” ..all these are sins usually committed
in secrecy, as | will explain them all, except for two which
are sometimes committed openly and sometimes committed
in secrecy, which are idol-worship and striking another, and
therefore in both cases, the words “in secret” are added. For
sins committed openly one is not accursed, for the court will
punish him for the open sins, as it is written at the end of all
the curses, the hidden things belong to the Lord our God, He
will take His revenge for the secret things that God’s name was
cursed through, but the revealed are for us and our children for
ever to fulfill all of the words of these Torah, lashes, stoning,
burning, death by the sword and strangulation. As you can
see, it is not written “cursed is he who lies with his neighbor’s
wife,” for how can he enter his neighbor’s house without being
detected. He may dishonor his father in the house where he
grew up, for others are not usually there. He would only adjust
his neighbor’s border in secret, for if the neighbor were to see,
he would rebuke him. And similarly one who misleads the
blind or perverts judgment does so secretly. If he lies with his
father’s wife in the house where he grew up, no one would
see. Lying with animals would only be in secret. And so too his
sister. His mother in law is often in her daughter’s house.
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Sins or
mitzvot in

secret

and an induction to be proactive, to uphold the words
of the Torah. This incongruity has led commentators
to wonder why this warning was added on to such a
list of prohibitions, and why a warning to uphold the
mitzvot of the Torah must be phrased so negatively
- as a curse?

Moreover,commentators have found the expression
“this Torah” difficult - does it refer to all mitzvot of
the Torah, or specifically those listed in the above
list?

In the Rashbam’s opinion, the final “cursed” relates
to all the mitzvot in the Torah, and this general
warning is phrased as a curse in order to discourage
people from transgressing any mitzvot in secret. The
specific list includes the mitzvot that are usually
transgressed in secret, while the final “cursed” is a
general warning against transgressing any of the
mitzvot, which a person sometimes does in secret
(and the prohibition against making idols or striking
one’s neighbor are acts explicitly mentioned as they
are usually carried out in public).

The 1bn Ezra agrees that the final warning is not a
summary of the warnings stated during the covenant,
but he rejects the Rashbam’s explanation because the
Torah’s language, “to carry them out,” indicates that
it is referring to positive commandments, rather
than to sins. Therefore, the Ibn Ezra explains that
this warning applies to those who fails to carry out



The entire
Torah

Faith

positive commandments in private.

Rashi agrees with the Ibn Ezra that the final
“cursed” refers to all the mitzvot in the Torah, but
he argues that “cursed” does not refer to positive
mitzvot - rather, it is a general warning to keep the
entire Torah, which also needs to be phrased thus:

Here, the entire Torah is nN55 N> -"Dp XD TWN”
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The Ramban agrees with Rashi that this is a general
warning regarding the entire Torah; but in his opinion
“who does not uphold” does not refer to the actual
execution of the mitzvot, but rather to the faith in the
mitzvot’s authenticity and in the concept that reward
or punishment awaits those who keep or transgress
them?

2 And this is the language of the Ibn Ezra:
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“Who do not fulfill” - some say, the entire Torah. And some say,
all those [sins] mentioned. And no one said anything, as it says
“by carrying them out.” It seems correct to me that the curse
is on the negative commandments mentioned. And accused is
he who also does not fulfill positive mitzvot in secret, and it
therefore says “to carry them out.”
3 The Ramban writes thus:
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And in my opinion, this acceptance, that he will admit to the
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The Ramban brings proof for his words from the
text itself: the Torah does not say “cursed is he who
does not do the words of this Torah,” but “who
does not uphold...” which shows that the expression
“cursed” does not relate to the actual performance
of the mitzvot but to the acceptance and belief of
the entire Torah, as in the sense of "o™MPm 930 1P
DLy ..o - “the Jews upheld and accepted... to
carry out” in Megillat Esther (9:27).4 Another support
for this argument lies in the fact that the entire list
relates to acts performed in secret, and this closing
statement relates to the underlying base of a person’s
commitment to the Torah, which is inherently secret
because it is an internal choice - to a person’s internal
acceptance of the mitzvot and his belief in them.

mitzvot in his heart and he will perceive them as the truth
and believe that whoever does them will be rewarded and
whoever transgresses them will be punished, and if he denies
one of them or perceives it as irrelevant, then he is accursed.
But if he transgressed one of them, for example, he ate pork or
insects out of greed, or did not build a sukkah or lulav out of
laziness, he is not included in this taboo, for it is not written
who does not do the words of this Torah, but who does not
uphold the words of this Torah to carry them out, like the
reason “the Jews upheld and received” (Esther 9:27). And this
taboo concerns the rebellious and the heretics.

4 From the continuation of the Ramban’s words, it seems that
he insists that “o »» »” is not to “fulfill” but to “uphold” (and
he therefore brings Chazal’s interpretations in the matter of
upholding the words of the Torah (“for is there such a thing
as a falling Torah?”). The Ramban therefore interprets that
to uphold the Torah means to establish the principles and
religious foundations that the Torah is based upon, that is
the theory of reward and punishment and the belief in the
authenticity of the mitzvot. [In Megilat Esther it says “upheld
and accepted” - to uphold does not mean to carry out, but to
decide upon the eternal establishment of the days of Purim].
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The

curses of
Bechukotai
and the
curses of Ki

Tavo

Two

revelations

Belief in reward and punishment and their
authenticity and eternity is a crucial, basic principle
of faith, and the Ramban emphasizes this many
times in his commentary on the Torah. An important
point of reference in the discussion of reward and
punishment can be found in these parshiyot of reward
and punishment, which appear in the Torah in both
parashat Bechukotai (Vayikra 26) and in chapter 28
of our parasha, immediately following the passage of
“cursed.”

We will now discuss the Ramban’s words in regard
to the blessings and curses in our parasha, and on the
subject of reward and punishment in general.

2. THE CURSES AS PROPHETIC ANTICIPATION OF
HISTORY

In parashat Ki Tavo, the blessings and curses describe
the reward for the fulfillment of the mitzvot, and goes
in to great detail about the many punishments that
will follow the failure to listen to God’s voice.’

The Ramban’s commentary on parashat Ki Tavo
is very brief, and (in 28:42) he refers the reader to
parashat Bechukotai, where he explains his principles
regarding reward and punishment at great length.

One of the issues that the Ramban explains is the
prophetic historical significance of the passages of the
blessings and the curses, and the difference between

5 Concerning the large amount of curses in contrast with the
small amount of blessings, see my discussion of parashat
Bechukotai.



The
blessings
and curses
asa
prediction
of the

future

parashat Bechukotai and parashat Ki Tavo. In his
opinion, these episodes appear twice as a hint to two
historical periods: the destruction of the First Temple
and the Babylonian exile; and the destruction of the
Second Temple and its consequent exile, and these
are his words:

Know and understand that these 587 M58 D 13m ¥
curses [in Bechukotail hint to the w»y (2 nwaol)
first exile, for in the period of the ™33 » pwxy 9o
First Temple all the words of this ™37 % P17 WX
covenant came to pass during mM1 NG PN
the exile and redemption..but in %X .omn 7O
the second covenant the Torah YN mwHIY M0
hints to our [current] exile and to SN oW [t wmod
the redemption through which R )2
we will be redeemed...

This interpretation is characteristic of the Ramban’s
approach. He often claims that the stories of the
Torah are not a story of the past, but an anticipation
of history. Thus, he explains that the six days of
Creation hint at the six thousand years of the world’s
existence,® and likewise, he interprets the acts of the
forefathers as “a sign for the sons.”

If so, in the Ramban’s opinion, the parshiyot of
blessings and curses are not only promises and
warnings, but actual prophecy of what will befall
Israel in the future.

6 See his commentary on Bereshit 2:3.
7 See, for example, his commentary on Bereshit 12:6; 26:20;
32:4-9; 47:28; Shemot 17:9.



Material
reward - a
hidden

miracle

3. REWARD AND PUNISHMENT AS HIDDEN
MIRACLES

In parashat Bechukotai, the Ramban explains an
important principle regarding blessings and curses
at great length. He explains that the blessings, which
serve as a reward for the observance of the mitzvot,
are hidden miracles that result from God’s direct
intervention in his world in order to reward those who
keep His mitzvot and punish those who sin.® Reward
and punishment are not the natural consequence of
a person’s deeds, and it is therefore more accurate to
define them as “miracles”™; and the reason that these

8 From the Ramban’s commentary on Vayikra 26:11:
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The reason for this, is that even though the blessings are
miracles, they are hidden miracles of the kind that the whole
Torah is filled with, as I explained (Bereshit 17:1). And they are
even relevant to the individual, for if a person is devoted and
observant of all the mitzvot of the Lord his God, then God will
save him from illness and barrenness and bereavement and He
will fill his days with good.

This principle appears in the Ramban’s commentary on other
places in the Torah, such as in Shemot 6:2:

For a person will only be rewarded for a mitzvah or punished
for a sin through a miracle, and if the person would be left to
nature or fate his deeds would not add or subtract from [his
lifel. But the reward and punishment of all the Torah in this
world is only through miracles that are hidden, although all
who see him assume it happens naturally, but they are really
the result of reward and punishment.

9 He writes similarly in his commentary on Bereshit 46:15:

The Torah is entirely based on hidden miracles. The reasoning
behind the Torah only stems from miracles, not miracle or
custom. For the Torah’s ends are all feats and wonders. For
one who transgresses one of the [laws of] forbidden relations



“miracles” seem to come naturally is because they
are “hidden miracles,” Divine intervention integrated
in a natural way.*

10

or who eats forbidden fat will not be cut off or die naturally
as a result, nor will the sky be as unyielding as iron because
we planted in the seventh year. And likewise all the good that
happens in the Torah is a result of the righteous’s successful
deeds, and all the prayers of David our king and all our prayers
- wonders and miracles, only that they do not obviously
change the nature of the world.

The Ramban’s words challenge the Rambam, who wrote (in
Guide for the Perplexed, 1l 29) that “when God created the
Universe with its present physical properties, He made it part
of these properties, that they should produce certain miracles
at certain times.” That is, God created the world in such a way
that it would continue running based on the natural laws He
setin motion. The Rambam bases these words on the midrash
(Bereshit Raba 5:4): “The Holy One, blessed be He, conditioned
the sea so that it would split before Israel... not only did God
condition the sea thus, but with all that was created in the
six days of Creation... that the fire would not harm Hananiah,
Mishael and Azarya, that the lions would not harm Daniel,
that the fish would spit Jonah onto the shore...”.
Thus he also explains God’s promise to Avraham that he would
bear a son in old age (Bereshit 17:1):
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“El Shaddai” - and Rabbi Avraham commented... triumphing
the heavenly system. And this is correct, for it is the attribute
of Gevurah ruling the world, about which Chazal said (Bereshit
Raba 35:4) “the Midat HaDin (the attribute of judgment) that
rules the world below.”
And the reason to mention this Divine name here is that

through it, hidden miracles are performed for the righteous,
to save them from ideath, to sustain them in times of famine,



One of the most problematic religious questions
is why the Torah only mentions material reward as
a reward for fulfilling the mitzvot (rain in its proper
time and material wealth), while spiritual pleasure in
heaven or eternal life in the World to Come is never
mentioned explicitly. How can it be, that the purpose
of the mitzvot is to bring a person only material
satisfaction? Why does the Torah never focus - or
never even mention - the next world, or Heaven and
Hell?

The Ramban addresses this issue according to his
beliefs, explaining that rewards in this world are hidden
miracles. The fact that fulfillment of the mitzvot will
lead to spiritual pleasure and the soul’s eternal life is
a simple, logical fact, and the Torah, therefore, had
no need to explicitly mention this. Rather, the Torah
teaches us that, against all odds and all logic, spiritual
acts actually affect the physical world, because spirit
and matter are inextricably entwined and affect each

to save them from the sword in wartime, like all of the miracles
performed for Avraham and the forefathers, and all that is
brought in the Torah in parashat Bechukotai (Vayikra 26:3-46)
and all the blessings and curses mentioned in parashat Ki Tavo
(Devarim 28: 1-68), which are all miracles, for it is not natural
that rain should fall in its time when we serve God, but the sky
be ‘like iron’ when we plant in the seventh year, and so it is
with all such ends in the Torah, but all are miracles and all will
triumph over the zodiac system... and therefore He now tells
Avraham that he will triumph over his fate and bear a son, and
there will be an everlasting covenant between Him and his
offspring, that God’s portion will lie with him, and in His will
they will be guided, and they will never be governed by star or
fate...
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about the
hidden

miracles

other."

These concealed ties, between the material and
the physical world, are a wonder that cannot be
fully understood by intellect, and they are therefore
defined as hidden miracles.

How will people know to discern that material
reward is not natural, but rather a hidden miracle?
In the Ramban’s opinion (brought at length in his
commentary to Shemot 13:16)” the miracles of Egypt,
which were open miracles, came to prove God’s
existence, His open intervention in the world, and His
ability to change nature.” With the help of the mitzvot
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As he explains in his commentary on Shemot 6:2:
And because of this the Torah focus on goals in this world,
rather than explain the spiritual goals of the world of souls,
for these are unnatural wonders, while the existence of the
soul and its connection to the God Who bestowed it is a
natural, obvious result.
12 His words will be quoted in the next comments.
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which commemorate these miracles, such as Pesach,
tefillin, mezuzah etc* we must always remember

14

Now | will tell you a rule that applies to the reasoning behind
many mitzvot. Ever since idolatry began in the days of Enosh,
people’s faith has become corrupt, who are heretics who say
that the world has always existed, denying God and saying
that He is not, denying His personal knowledge, saying
“how does God know? Is there knowledge in the most High?
(Psalms 73:11), while some admit His knowledge but deny His
providence, saying He made people like the fish of the sea,
who God does not watch over, with no punishment or reward,
they say God has left the Land.

And when God is concerned with a congregation or an
individual and he performs wonders that change the ways
of the world or nature, then all of these opinions are proved
wrong, for these wondrous miracles show that the world has
a God who renews and knows and watches over and is able.
And if that wonder is first predicted by a prophet, it also proves
the authenticity of prophecy, for God spoke to humankind and
revealed His secrets to those who serve Him, and the entire
Torah will be upheld through this.

Therefore, the text speaks of wonders: “so that you shall know
that | am the Lord, in the midst of the earth” (Shemot 8:18),
to prove that there is providence, for He did not abandon it to
chance. And it says (ibid. 9:29) “so that you may know that the
earth is for God,” to show the innovation, for they are His that
He created from nothing. And it says (9:14) “so that you may
know that there is none like Me in all the earth,” to show His
ability, that He rules over everything, and no one can hold Him
back, for the Egyptians denied or were doubtful of all this.

If so, then the great wonders and signs are faithful witnesses
of God’s faith and the entire Torah.
These are his words:
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these open miracles, and thus we will know how to
recognize such hidden miracles as well:
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..because God will not perform miracles and wonders in
every generation, in front of all the wicked and the heretics,
He commanded us to always remember what our eyes saw,
and we will transmit this to our children, and their children
to their children, until the last generation. And He is very
severe in this matter, for example, one deserves to be cut off
for eating chametz on Pesach...and all this is to ensure that in
every generation, we will have testimony so that we will not
forget, and no heretic will be able to deny God’s faith. For one
who buys a mezuzah for one zuz and fixed it in his doorpost
with intention is admitting to the world’s creation and the
knowledge of the Creator and His providence, and also in
prophecy, and believes in every detail of the Torah, besides
the fact that he thus admits that the Maker’s kindness is very
great to all who do His will, for He took us out of slavery
to freedom and great honor for the merit of our forefathers,
who desired to fear His name.

And it therefore says (Avot 2:1) “Be careful in a small mitzvah
as much as in a great one, for all are sweet and greatly
beloved, for through them, at all times, a person thanks his
God,” and the purpose of all the mitzvot is for us to believe
in our God and to thank Him for creating us, and that is the
intention of these creations, for there is no other point in the
first creation, and the Supreme God is only interested in the
world below so that humanity can know and thank the God
Who created us...
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The special miracles that took place in Egypt and
other such miracles in Israel’s history teach us that
hidden miracles are also from God. This is the main
reason behind the special importance of Seder night:
the detailed recounting of the open miracles that
took place during the Exodus from Egypt reinforces
the entire family’s awareness of God’s providence,
helping them to sense it during everyday life; helping
them recognize God’s hidden miracles.

The important principle that the Ramban wishes to
emphasize here is that the acts we do in this world
do not only affect a person’s spiritual life, but through
God’s “hidden miracles,” they also affect a person’s
material life.

4. ISRAEL’S HISTORY AS AN OPEN MIRACLE

The Ramban emphasizes that in the parasha of
blessings and curses, reward and punishment are
described as a collective punishment for all of Israel.”

15 He phrases it thus (on Vayikra 26:11):



God'’s
governing
of Israel
is openly

recognized

Similarly to individual reward, the reward promised
to Israel on a collective scale will not defy the laws
of nature, but will come through hidden, apparently
“natural” means.

However, despite the similarity between individual
blessing and collective blessing, the Ramban
points out the differences between them: when an
individual is rewarded (or punished) in a “natural”
way, this is in fact a hidden miracle; but when Israel
are collectively rewarded with the abundance God
intends for them when they keep His mitzvot, it is a
clear, open miracle, even when it seems to happen in
a natural way."
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But these blessings in this parasha are on a collective scale,
when all our people are righteous... and we already explained
that all these blessings are miracles, for it is not natural that
rains will come and we will have peace from our enemies
and a hundred of them will flee out of fear of five when we
observe laws and mitzvot, but that the opposite will happen
because we planted in the seventh year.
16 The Ramban writes thus:
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The com-
plete ful-
fillment of
the bless-

ings

When reflecting upon Israel’s history, God’s
open intervention cannot be overlooked. For many
generations, Am Yisrael suffered from the curses
described in our parasha, which, in the Ramban’s
opinion, were all fulfilled in “this exile,” that is, the
exile that began with the destruction of the Second
Temple. However, Am Yisrael miraculously survived
all this suffering, against all natural odds and unlike
other nations. Today, the Ramban’s words continue
to ring true: Am Yisrael has been granted to return to
its Land, and no other nation has ever been so long
in exile and then returned to its own land. While this
seems to have unfolded naturally, it is, in fact, an open
miracle.

5. COMPLETE BLESSING

In the Ramban’s opinion, the blessings will only be
completely fulfilled when Am Yisrael’s devotion and
service of God is perfected.”
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17 In his commentary on Vayikra, ibid., he writes thus:
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When Israel are collectively perfect, they will not be concerned
with nature at all - neither bodily, nor in their land, nor
collectively nor individually, for God will bless them with their
bread and water, and remove all illness from amongst them,
and they will have no need of a doctor nor be concerned with
health or medicine at all, as it says (Shemot 15:26) for | am the

Lord, your Healer...



Blessing in

everything

In a perfect situation, everything is blessed: each
and every detail is blessed, and proceeds in the most
perfect way. Indeed, the blessings in our parasha
touch upon every part of life - fertility, agriculture,
rain, livelihood, victory over enemies, leadership, and

success in everything we do:

Blessed shall you be in the city, and
blessed shall you be in the country.
Blessed shall be the fruit of your
body, the produce of your ground
and the increase of your herds,
the increase of your cattle and the
offspring of your flocks. Blessed
shall be your basket and your
kneading bowl. Blessed shall you
be when you come in, and blessed
shall you be when you go out. The
Lord will cause your enemies who
rise against you to be defeated
before your face; they shall come
out against you one way and flee
before you seven ways. The Lord
will command the blessing on you
in your storehouses and in all to
which you set your hand, and He
will bless you in the land which
the Lord your God is giving you.
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There is
no perfec-
tion in idol

worship

The Lord will establish you as a
holy people to Himself, just as He
has sworn to you, if you keep the
commandments of the Lord your
God and walk in His ways. Then all
peoples of the earth shall see that
you are called by the name of the
Lord, and they shall

be afraid of you. And the Lord wiill
grant you plenty of goods, in the
fruit of your body, in the increase of
your livestock, and in the produce
of your ground, in the land of which
the Lord swore to your fathers to
give you. The Lord will open to you
His good treasure, the heavens,
to give the rain to your land in its
season, and to bless all the work of
your hand. You shall lend to many
nations, but you shall not borrow.
And the Lord will make you the
head and not the tail; you shall be
above only, and not be beneath.
(28:3-13)

6. “DO NOT RELY ON MIRACLES”
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The Ramban emphasizes that such blessing is
the ideal situation that is dependent on Israel’s
achievement of perfect worship of God. However, such
abundance does not come naturally: Am Yisrael must
come a long way before they reach such perfection.



Natural

leadership

The Torah recognizes the reality of this world - that
people are far from perfect and must deal with the
problems of this world, and its words are chosen
with such an audience in mind.

Therefore, even though Am Yisrael is ideally
governed by miracles, the Torah commands us to run
our lives in a natural way, rather than to rely on
miracles or supernatural provenance. For example,
God commands Am Yisrael to prepare an army and to
send spies to check out the territory before entering
the Land.®

18 Regarding the census before entrance to the Land (Bamidbar
1:45):
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For this is what kings would do before setting out to war. For
now they were about to enter the land and go to war with the
kings of the Emori in Transjordan..and Moshe and the chiefs
needed to know the number of those able to go to war and
likewise the number of each tribe..for the Torah does not rely
upon a miracle, that one should pursue a thousand, and this
is the reason for “every member of the army in Israel,” for



That is, on one hand, the Torah promises blessing
in the form of supernatural, miraculous providence;
but on the other hand, the Torah dictates that Am
Yisrael should not rely on such miracles, and should
lead natural lives. This is because the Torah was
given to people, to fallible mortals, who are far from
perfect and therefore must deal with the real, natural

they counted because of the army.
Regarding the sending of spies (ibid. 13:2)
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For Israel said, Whoever goes to fight in a foreign land sends
people before them to know the ways and the layout of the
cities and upon their return they report to the head of the
army to show them the way..and this is fair advice for all
conquerors of lands, and Moshe himself did so, as it says
(21:32) and Moshe sent to spy out Jazer, as did Yehoshua Bin
Nun (Joshua 2:1), who sent two spies, and therefore it was
good in Moshe’s eyes. For the text will not entirely rely upon
miracles, but will command the fighters to escape and to take
care and to lay ambush...

Another example of this principle can be found in Noah’s
commandment to build an ark (Bereshit 6:19):
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“from all flesh” - it is known that there are many kinds of
animals, some of them very big..and when enough food for
them all for an entire year was collected, the ark would not
have been able to contain it all, nor even ten such arks. But a
miracle occurred, and the small contained the great. And if it
had been said, Make it small and rely on a miracle..[yet they
stilll made it big, to reduce the miracle, for so it is with all
miracles in the Torah or in Nevi’im, to do everything possible
for a person to do, and the rest is in the hands of Heaven.



Spiritual
and mate-
rial aspira-

tion

Can’t we
rely on

miracles?

challenges of this world.

It can be understood from the Ramban that in this
world, people must operate on two levels, striving
both materially and spiritually. A person must
serve God to the best of his ability, strive to fulfill
the mitzvot the best way he can, and the further
he advances down the path of devotion to God, the
more blessing that will be bestowed upon him. At
the same time, a person must take practical steps to
ensure his material existence, rather than to rely on
miracles, for no one is so perfect that he can be sure
that Divine providence will miraculously take care of
all his needs.

Wouldn’t we expect that the Ramban, who considers
that “each and everything that happens to us is a
miracle,” would adopt the approach of “relying upon
miracles,” but in fact, he emphasizes the importance
of the principle “not to rely on miracles.” Why is this

19 As it can be understood from his words at the end of his
commentary on Vayikra 26:11:
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But a person who inquires of a prophet will not inquire of
the doctors. And what is left for doctors to do in the homes
of those who do God’s will, after He promised to bless your
bread and water and to remove illness from your midst, when
the doctors’ job is only to advise about warning about and
recommending food and drink.. but when a man’s ways
please God, he has no business with doctors.
20 In continuation to the words which I quoted in the previous
comment (Vayikra 26:11) the Ramban says that despite the
fact that “when a man’s ways please God, he has no business



God’s
providence
in the nat-

ural world

so?

It seems that according to the Ramban’s
approach, the tremendous power of God’s miracles
and providence is most fully manifested where the
spiritual and the material intersect. The Ramban has
taught us to be attuned to God’s hidden miracles
- that is, how God’s providence is expressed in the
natural world. Complete belief in God’s perpetual
providence, in His hidden miracles, is faith of a higher
degree than belief in His open miracles. Therefore,
blessing that stems from human effort and industry is
greater than an open miracle alone. Providence over
Am Yisrael and the future redemption is characterized
by potency that connects Am Yisrael’s spiritual and
practical deeds with the special blessing that God
bestows upon His people, which strengthens them
and transforms nature into “a public miracle.” That
is, God’s perpetual providence over us is always
connected to our spiritual and material efforts. This
Divine and human cooperation, and the knowledge
that God’s hand guides everything, is what paves our

with doctors,” the Torah still knows that this is not a realistic
situation in this world, and therefore talks about healing and
so on, and does not rely on miracles:
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“and a doctor will heal” - from here we learn that doctors
have permission to heal..and therefore fighting people who
hit one another with stones or fists (Shemot 21:18) must pay
doctor’s fees, for the Torah will not base its laws on miracles,
as it says (Devarim 15:11) there will always be destitute people
in the land, it is of the opinion that there will be.



special path as God’s chosen people.”

21 Thus, perhaps, we can explain the discussion in the Talmud
(Berakhot 8a):
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One who enjoys the fruits of his toil is greater than one who
fears Heaven, for regarding fear of Heaven it is written: “Happy
is he who fears the Lord,” while in regard to one who enjoys
the fruits of his toil it says: “When you eat the fruits of your
toil, you will be happy and goodness will be yours,” happy in
this world and good for you in the next, and regarding fear of
Heaven “goodness will be yours” is not written.

And as the “Ketav Sofer” explains in his commentary on the
Torah (Devarim 32:46):
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To explain and interpret that one’s intention, 1 will first
interpret Chazal’s words (Berakhot 8a) who say “One who
benefits from his toil is greater than one who fears Heaven,”
and many have pointed out the difficulty: if one who enjoys
the fruits of his toil does not fear Heaven, it is obvious that he
is certainly not greater than one who does fear Heaven, and
if he also fears Heaven, in any case, why is considered greater
if he enjoys the fruits of his toil than if he does not enjoy
the fruits of his toil? It seems to me that Chazal’s intention
is, one who enjoys the fruits of his toil is one who enjoys
them naturally, who works to sustain himself or who gets his
livelihood through another is also called one who toils who
subordinates himself to another and must thank him and all



happens naturally, and whoever does not enjoy in this way is
like Israel in the desert, when God rained down bread from
Heaven for them in an unnatural way and they did nothing at
all for it, or like Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, for whom a miracle
was performed in the cave to provide him with food and drink.
And whoever does nothing for his own sustenance sees God’s
constant providence and he cannot forget God or remove
Him from his heart for any amount of time, for he constantly
sees His might and wonders, and he cannot depend on his
own strength or ability and he is always fearful of God. But
whoever enjoys the fruits of his own toil and his own labors
can easily come to remove God from his heart, and thank and
praise himself, rather than find himself obligated to praise and
serve and fear God. And if he still does not think like that,
and fears God anyway, constantly, and does not remove God
from his heart, then he is much greater than that. And this
is the meaning of “One who benefits from his toil is greater
than one who fears Heaven” - for he is greater than one who
fears Heaven, and does not only enjoy from God’s hand, as it is
written.
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