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Chapter I: Bereisheet (Gen. 1:1-6:8)

Essay 1. The Torah begins with the language of blessing.
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He who would boast could boast in this, that he knows and understands the L-rd,' to
carry a blessing from the L-rd” and to learn from the wisdom of his Creator,’ to start his
work with a hint hinting at the language of a blessing, for there G-d will ordain his blessing,
blessing and eternal life.’
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In fact, we find in Midrash Yalkut Shimoni (subject 2), why does the Torah begin “with
the second letter of the alphabet, bet? Because it is the language of blessing (i.c., the Hebrew
word for blessing, 72712 [bracha] starts with a ber).”® Rather, it is difficult that Scripture states,
“the beginning of your words is ‘truth’ ” (Ps. 119:160), and if so, [G-d] should have begun
the Torah with an alef, which is the language of truth (i.e., the Hebrew word for truth, nnx
[emet] starts with an alef). Furthermore, some commentators have noted that the first four Hebrew
words of the Torah, “In the beginning, G-d created” have the final letters in words two through

’ English translation: Copyright © 2019 by Charles S. Stein.

! As with the Preface, in the Hebrew original, the initial letters of the first four words are printed in bold, and spell
the four-lettered name of G-d. The words are rearranged from the order in which they appear in Jer. 9:23: “but let he
who would boast [could] boast in this, that he understands and knows Me, that I am the L-rd who practices steadfast
love, justice, and righteousness in the earth. For in these things I delight, declares the L-rd.”

2Ps. 24:5.

3 Sotah 5a: “Rav Yosef says: A person should always learn from the wisdom of his Creator.”

4 As G-d has done by starting the Torah with the letter bet, as will be discussed below.

3Ps. 133:1-3: “A song of ascents. Of David. How good and how pleasant it is that brothers dwell together. It is
like fine oil on the head running down onto the beard, the beard of Aaron, that comes down over the collar of his robe;
like the dew of Hermon that falls upon the mountains of Zion. There the L-rd ordained blessing, everlasting life.”

¢ The Yalkut Shimoni continues, “and why not [start] with [the first letter of the alphabet], alef, because it is the
language of a curse, (i.e., the Hebrew word for curse, 77°X [arira] starts with an alef).”
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four of aleph, mem, tav, which spell emet (n2X) (truth).” Nevertheless, Rabbi Nachmani rejects
this proposed solution, noting that properly the first letter of the Torah should be present in the
word “truth,” in order to literally fulfill the verse, “the beginning of your words is ‘truth.” ”
Yet this is not the case. Even though it begins with a ber that is the language of blessing,
nevertheless “the beginning of your words is ‘truth’ ” is not fulfilled.
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It is worth saying that it says in Midrash Lev. Rabbah on parshat Tazria (Lev. 12:1—
13:59):

There is a positive commandment, “You will have completely honest
weights and you will have completely honest measures” (Deut. 25:15), and
Rabbi Levi said: if you do this, “you will have” what to carry, what to give, what
to take, what to sell, that the blessings will bless their masters. Likewise, the
converse is true: there is a negative commandment, “You will not have in your
pouch alternate weights, larger and smaller. You will not have in your house
alternate measures, a larger and a smaller.” (Deut. 25:13—14).8 If you do not obey
this law, the curses will curse their masters, and “you will not have” what to
carry, what to give, what to take, what to sell.’

- Midrash Lev. Rabbah 15:7
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The meaning is that if a man behaves himself with righteousness and truth, he will
have a blessing, but if not, then G-d forbid he will have the opposite, i.c., a curse. If so, it’s
fine—as Scripture says, “the beginning of your words is ‘truth’ ”—that [G-d] began the Torah
with the letter bet, which is the language of blessing, as this blessing would be given only to
one who “speaks truth in his heart” (Ps. 15:2), and [G-d] specifically began with a bef to let
us hear the benefit that we will have in the speaking of truth.

" The first three words end with tav, aleph, mem, which can be rearranged to spell emet (naX) (truth). However,
as Zera Shimshon includes the fourth word in the quotation, it appears the second through fourth words were intended,
with the final letters of aleph, mem, tav, spelling emet without requiring any rearrangement.

8 As Rashi explains on Deut. 25:13, someone with alternate weights would use a larger weight when he is
purchasing materials, so as to receive a larger quantity than he is due, and he would use a smaller weight when he is
selling materials, so as to part with a smaller quantity than the customer is due.

% This is a paraphrase of Midrash Lev. Rabbah 15:7.
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When we will scrutinize the first word of the Torah, n K92 (bereisheet) (in the
beginning), we will note that its letters are rearrangeable as n%a W& (rosh ber),'° and that is wx"
(rosh) (head, beginning) like “the beginning of your words is ‘truth,” ” and n°2 (bet) (the name
of the letter 2)!! because [He| wanted to begin with the language of blessing. In this way, the
beginning of the Torah is connected to its end,'? in that the end of the Torah is the parsha
entitled “and this is the blessing” (V'Zot HaBerachah) (Deut. 33:1-34:12), as if to say, “why did
[He] begin with ‘Bereisheet’ ”? Because of the ending, “and this is the blessing;” i.c., if one
has truth in his heart (behaving with truth), he will receive a blessing.
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Actually, regarding the Midrash Lev. Rabbah 15:7 cited above, it’s worth scrutinizing
that the eighth chapter of Yoma (75a) says:

It was taught in a Baraita: Rabbi Yosi said: Come and see that the nature
of flesh and blood is not like the nature of the Holy One, Blessed be He. The
attribute of man is that one who seeks to provoke another harasses him in all
aspects of his life, but the Holy One, Blessed be He, is not like this, but rather acts
with mercy. When the snake enticed Eve (and Adam) with food (from the Tree of
Knowledge), He cursed the snake with food, that it should eat dust (Gen. 3:14).
And what happened? When the snake goes up to the roof, its food is with it, and
when it comes to the ground, its food is with it. Consequently, the curse that it
suffers does not ruin its life but rather benefits it. Similarly, He cursed Canaan that
he should be a servant of servants (Gen. 9:25),'* but he eats what his master eats,
and drinks what his master drinks, and does not worry like a free man does. He
cursed the woman with discomfort in pregnancy and pain in childbirth (Gen.
3:16), yet every man pursues her. He cursed the land after the sin of Adam and

19 Tikkunei Zohar, Tikkun 3, notes that bereisheet is rearrangeable in this way, but instead of interpreting N2 as
the letter bet, interprets the word as bayit [house].

' The letters of the alphabet are each given a name, just as in English, where the letter “b” is named “bee.”

12 Sefer Yetzirah 1:7, “These ten Sefirot have their end joined to their beginning.”

13 While it was Noah who cursed Canaan, he was imbued with the spirit of G-d.
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Eve,'* that it should sprout thorns and thistles (Gen. 3:17—18), yet everyone is
sustained from it. Even when G-d is angry, He does not punish His creations
severely.

- Yoma 75a
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The meaning from here in Yoma is that even one who is cursed and has a curse,
nevertheless always has some good aspect and blessing remaining with him, like the woman
and the snake, Canaan and the land. But from the Midrash Lev. Rabbah 15:7 cited above,
which quotes from Deut. 25:13 that, “You shall not have in your pouch a larger weight and a
smaller weight etc.,” the meaning is that in a place where one has violated that negative
commandment such that there is a curse (not having what to carry, what to give, what to take,
what to sell), there does not remain any good aspect or blessing at all. These teachings appear
to contradict each other.
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It’s worth saying that it says in the first chapter of Avodah Zarah (4b): “While G-d is
studying the Torah, which is designated [in Scripture] as ‘truth’ . ..,"> the Holy One, Blessed
be He, will not overstep the line of strict justice (i.e., the letter of the law) to be lenient.” L.e., as
explained by the Ra’avad'® and Elyah Rabbah 591:8 (note 14),!” at the time of the day when G-d
is engaged in Torah study, He remembers those who keep the Torah, and becomes angry with those
who do not keep it.!® In contrast, at the time of the day when He is not learning Torah but is instead

14 Rashi (following Gen. Rabbah 5:9) interprets Gen. 1:11 that the land was supposed to produce trees in which
the wood had the exact same taste as the fruit. If it had done that, Adam and Eve could have then eaten the wood of
the Tree of Knowledge instead of the forbidden fruit. But the land did not obey, and therefore it was cursed.

15 The Gemara quotes Prov. 23:23, “Buy truth and never sell it; and wisdom, discipline, and understanding.”

16 Abraham ben David (“the Ra’avad”) (c. 1125-1198), Provengal rabbi and commentator on the Talmud.

17 Elija Spira (1660-1712), rabbi in Prague, author of Elyah Rabbah (Sulzbach, 1757), which was published
posthumously.

8 The Mevuar edition cites Judah ben Samuel Rosanes (1657-1727), who writes in Parshat Derachim
(Constantinople, 1727), in the 18th essay, “Regarding truth, there’s no such thing as going beyond the letter of the law,
but rather truth represents strict justice. As is brought in the 12th chapter of Shabbat [104a], “Why do the letters that
comprise the word sheker (\pw) (falsehood) all stand on one foot, but the letters that comprise the word emet (nnR)
(truth) stand on bases that are wide like bricks? Because the truth stands eternal, while falsehood does not stand
eternal.””’



sitting in judgment, which is not designated [in Scripture] as ‘truth,’' but which is a process
that involves mercy and compromise, the Holy One, Blessed be He, can overstep the line of
strict justice and be lenient.” Thus, the curses that come from violating the authority of the
Torah and its commandments do not have any aspect of blessing. That is the case with regard
to the commandment, “you shall not have in your house a larger weight and a smaller weight.”°
Actually, the curses with which the land, and the snake, and Canaan, etc. were cursed were
not violations of the Torah and its commandments (which are directed at a broader audience), but
instead were violations of G-d’s commands directed personally to them. Therefore, the violations
of the snake, the woman, the land, and Canaan did not implicate “truth,” and so the curses were
enforced only by a fine and punishment, and this is a judgment in which He oversteps the
line of strict justice and shows leniency, and therefore there is also within it an aspect of
blessing.
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The language of the Midrash that “the blessings will bless their masters and the curses
will curse their masters etc.,” regards the commandments of the Torah, about which blessings
(for those who observe the mitzvot) and curses (for those who violate the mitzvot) were said
upon [Israel] at Mount Gerizim and Mount Ebal (Deut. 27:12—13). These blessings will bless
one who fulfills the commandments, and the curses will curse one who violates [the
commandments].
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In this will be understood what King David, peace be upon him, said: “I gain
understanding from Your precepts; therefore, 1 hate every false way” (Ps. 119:104). What is
the reason for this “I gain understanding,” and what is the reason for this “therefore,” i.c., why
is this verse stated as a cause and effect? What is “understanding” and what is “discernment”
(i.e., reaching a conclusion to hate falsehood) doing here? Isn’t it written in Scripture, “keep
far from a false accusation” (Ex. 23:7), and further “you shall not deal deceitfully and you
shall not deal falsely” (Lev. 19:11)? L.e., what insight is required, when the Torah explicitly says
to avoid falsehood?

19 At Avodah Zarah 4b, Rashi notes that while Ps. 19:10 could be interpreted as “the judgments of the L-rd are
true,” it is more properly interpreted as, “the Torah laws of the L-rd are true.”

20 Misquoted slightly. Deut. 25:13-14 reads: “You shall not have in your pouch a larger weight and a smaller
weight. You shall not have in your Aouse a larger measure and a smaller measure.”
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Without this focus on the mitzvot of the Torah, I might say that there is no need to
distance oneself so much from a false way, that even though it is a sign of a curse, nevertheless
there will be an aspect of blessing within it as with the snake and the woman, and that I will
be provided with the necessities of life. But when I meditate on the commandment, in which
I’ve been commanded, “you shall not have in your pouch a larger weight and a smaller weight
etc.,” from there I learn that the curses coming on account of violating the commandments of
the Torah are more serious than the punishment for violating the personal orders given by G-d
to the snake etc., that no good aspect remains in them at all, “therefore I hate every false way.”
I hate them?' with a complete hatred, because all those who accustom themselves in the way
of falsehood will in the end violate the commandment,?>?® that they will be defiled by
impurity and thus cursed with a complete curse.
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Rather, according to this earlier way of understanding that only a curse with the strength
of the Torah is a complete curse, one should scrutinize what is being said in the first chapter of
Berachot (7a), “you should not take the blessing of an ordinary person lightly,” and in the
eighth chapter of Bava Kama (93a), “you should not take the curse of an ordinary person
lightly.” This blessing and curse do not come from the force of upholding or violating Torah
commandments, so we would expect them to be less serious, in that even if they were from
Heaven [the sages] would agree that within this curse there will be some good aspect.

2 “Them” could refer to “false ways,” but the Mevuar edition understands it to refer to “those people who walk
in the ways of falsehood.”

22 The Mevuar edition cites Sukkah 46b: “Rabbi Zeira said: A person should not say to a child: I will give you
something, and then not give it to him, because he thereby comes to teach him about lying, as it is stated: ‘They have
taught their tongues to speak lies’ (Jer. 9:4).” Even when lying doesn’t expressly violate a mitzvah, one must not do
it, for not only can it teach children to lie (as Rabbi Zeira said), but as Jeremiah indicates, even adults will become
habituated to lying, which in the future will lead them to violate the mitzvot.

23 Perhaps Lev. 18:20, “Do not have carnal relations with your neighbor’s wife and defile yourself with her,” one
of the 36 sins punishable by karet. Rabbi Abraham Ibn Ezra (1089—c.1167) says that, “whoever touches a married
woman shall not become clean, but shall be forever defiled.” Jer. 9:1-2 recognizes a connection between lying and
adultery: “they are all adulterers . . . they bend their tongues like bows.”
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Further, if this man who receives a blessing is a righteous man who observes the
commandments and who walks on a path of truth, the blessing comes to him anyhow, and he
has no need for the blessing of this ordinary person. It is the law that if an ordinary person
curses him, it’s unsightly that the curse should fall upon him, as it is written, “O you who love
the L-rd, hate evil! He guards the lives of His loyal ones, saving them from the hand of the
wicked” (Ps. 97:10), and also, as quoted above from Midrash Lev. Rabbah 15:7, “that the
blessings will bless their masters.” In a place of such a blessing, the curse will be distanced.
The opposite is also true: if one is wicked and walks after falsehood, the curse will come upon
him and he won’t need the curse of the ordinary person, and even if [the ordinary person]
would bless him, regardless the wicked person would not be destined for the blessing.
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It is worth saying that even for one who is righteous, sometimes it is possible that he
will fall into some sin. This sin prevents him at this time from goodness and blessing that
would otherwise be his reward for fulfilling the mitzvot,”* and “a prisoner cannot generally free
himself from prison” (Berachot 5b), and because of this he needs some assistance from
another person. When this ordinary person assists him, he returns to his first level, in which
he is fit for a blessing because he is righteous. The opposite is also true: if one ordinary person
will give [the man] a curse, since at that time he has fallen into some sin and he is not walking
in the true path, the curse will find him no matter what, because he did not guard himself
completely from walking after falsehood.

24 Jer. 5:25: “It is your iniquities that have diverted these things, your sins that have withheld the bounty from

2

you.
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In this case, when the righteous man falls in some sin, it is impossible for him to bring
forth goodness and blessing from the Uppermost Storehouse (i.e., Heaven). This is because
for the righteous, the Holy One, Blessed be He, thinks that even unintentional sins (i.c.,
committed out of ignorance) are tantamount to intentional sins. I.e., G-d holds the righteous to
a higher standard, because they should have been more careful in their learning to clarify the
parameters of the laws of the Torah. (Bava Metzia 33b). Therefore, the attribute of strict justice
is tense against [the righteous man] and the goodness is delayed from coming to him.?* In
truth, when one ordinary person comes forward at a time that is propitious for him,’° and he
will bless [the righteous man]—since for the ordinary person who is ignorant in Torah, [G-d]
thinks that the intentional sins are tantamount to unintentional sins—it is effective and fine.
That is, the goodness and the blessing will come also to this righteous one, and the attribute
of strict justice is not able to inhibit the blessing at all, as it is written, “I will bless those who
bless you” (Gen. 12:3). Goodness and blessing also continues for this ordinary person by the
blessing that he gives to this righteous person, and stands up for him, “since he could acquire
it for himself, he could acquire it for another” (Bava Metzia 8a). And the opposite is also true,
that an ordinary person will be cursed if he curses a righteous person, as it is written, “and I will
curse those who curse you” (Gen. 12:3).
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In this way, the language that we said from Berachot 7a works out nicely, “you
shouldn’t take lightly the blessing of an ordinary person,” and [the sages] didn’t say that a
blessing of an ordinary person or a curse of an ordinary person would be fulfilled by their
own force. Rather, their intent was to warn [the righteous man] that he should examine his
actions, and if G-d forbid he should fall in some sin, “he should return to G-d, and He will
have mercy upon him” (Is. 55:7). If the righteous one is cursed by an ordinary person, he should
examiner his actions and undertake necessary corrections, so that the curse won’t be fulfilled. If
he is blessed by an ordinary person and the blessing is fulfilled, whereas it had previously been
withheld, he should also examine his actions and undertake necessary corrections, so that in the

25 As he has violated a Torah law, a curse will come upon him, without any good side to it.

26 The Gemara does not indicate that blessings or curses from an ordinary person are to be taken seriously only at
a time that is propitious for the ordinary person. But later in this essay, Rabbi Nachmani presents cases where G-d did
not actualize a blessing of an ordinary person at a time that was not propitious.]
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future other blessings will be fulfilled and not prevented, and also so that any future curse from an
ordinary person will not be fulfilled.
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By what we have said, we can also solve the difficulty of the Rif (Rabbi Josiah Pinto) of
blessed memory,’’ on page 10b of Me'or Enayim (Venice, 1643), his commentary on Rabbi Jacob
ibn Habib's “Ein Yaakov.” In discussing the language of Berachot 7a that one shouldn’t take the
blessing of an ordinary person lightly, Rabbi Pinto raises a parallel quotation from Megillah 15a,
where Rabbi Elazar quotes Rabbi Hanina that one shouldn’t regard the blessings of an ordinary
person lightly, because two leaders of their generations, David and Daniel, were blessed by
two ordinary people, Araunah and Darius, and their blessings were fulfilled in them. David
had enacted a census, to determine how many fighting men he had (instead of simply trusting in
G-d), and furthermore failed to collect a half shekel from each adult male, as required by Ex.
30:11-16. This incurred G-d’s wrath, resulting in a plague that killed 70,000 people over a three-
day period. Araunah, a Jebusite, owned a threshing floor on Mount Moriah, and David wanted to
purchase it so that he could make a burnt offering there. Araunah offered the property for free, but
David insisted on paying for it, and Araunah offered a blessing that the burnt offering would be
accepted by G-d and that the plague would cease, and it did. (Il Sam. 24:1-25). Darius blessed
Daniel that G-d would rescue him, and he was saved from the lion’s den. (Dan. 6:17-24). From
where do we know this, that the blessings of these ordinary people were fulfilled? Perhaps the
merit [of David and Daniel] stood for them, and the blessing of the ordinary men did not do
anything.
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According to our way of understanding that a righteous person can have need of a blessing
from an ordinary person, it works out fine. If [David and Daniel] would have been righteous
men without sin, then nothing would happen to them to disappoint them as a rule. But seeing
that something did happen to them to disappoint them greatly, therefore one must say that
they fell into some sin. As the rabbi, Josiah Pinto, mentioned above has written there, David
sinned by taking a census of Israel, as is known, and because of this sin, the plague came

27 This is not the earlier and more famous “Rif” [Rabbi Isaac Alfasi (1013-1103)], but rather Rabbi Josiah ben
Joseph Pinto (c. 1565—c. 1648), Syrian rabbi and preacher, a disciple of Rabbi Chaim Vital.
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immediately.’® Daniel also sinned in that after first giving a harsh prophecy, he offered advice
to Nebuchadnezzar of how he could save himself from the danger of the prophecy, by giving
charity to the poor (Dan. 4:1-24).% This is the sin that caused them sorrow, and so their merits
did not stand for them in this time to save them, such as not standing for them to prevent the
danger from happening to them in the first place. But here, in this place, generally “a
prisoner cannot free himself from prison” (Berachot 5b), and therefore they specifically
needed the blessing of the ordinary people, and this blessing certainly stood for them.
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Study is still required of the saying of Berachot 7a mentioned above, “you should not
take the blessing of an ordinary person lightly,” because we found in Midrash Rabbah (Gen.
Rabbah 60:13) on the verse “ ‘They blessed Rebecca and said to her: Our sister! May you
become thousands of myriads’ (Gen. 24:60). Why wasn’t she remembered to have children
until Isaac prayed on her behalf (Gen. 25:21)? So that the nations of the world wouldn’t say,
our prayer created fruit, i.e., was effective.”*? The difficulty is: what is the difference there,
with regard to Rebecca, that the Holy One, Blessed be He, feared the foreign nations would
say that their prayer was effective with regard to her, but here with regard to David and Daniel,
He wasn’t afraid at all, i.e., G-d allowed the prayers of Araunah and Darius to swiftly come true?
Similar to this is the difficulty of the Yafeh To’ar’! commentary on Gen. Rabbah, and see there,
where he asks why the Midrash states, “so that the nations of the world wouldn’t say, ‘our prayer
created fruit,” when Berachot 7a says not to take their blessings lightly. He also quotes from the
Yerushalmi Berachot 62a: “Rabbi Tanchuma said: If a non-Jew blessed you, answer ‘Amen,’ as it
is written, ‘You shall be blessed above all other peoples’ (Deut. 7:14),” which suggests that an
ordinary person’s prayers can be effective.

28 See 1T Samuel 24.

2 Bava Batra 4a gives this as the reason that Daniel was punished. A different view is discussed by Rabbi
Menachem Azaria da Fano (“Rema M’Pano”) (1548-1620), Italian Kabbalist and commentator on the Talmud, in
Asara Ma’amarot (“Ten Utterances”) (Venice, 1597). In the article Em Kol Chai, section 2, page 57b (siman 23), he
brings a Midrash that Nebuchadnezzar was a descendant of King David, by Solomon and the Queen of Sheba, which
is why Daniel gave him advice. In this view, Daniel was not punished for giving advice, but for calling
Nebuchadnezzar a “king of kings,” at Dan. 2:37.

30 Our text of the Midrash Rabbah uses the term “idol worshippers” instead of “nations of the world.” However,
the midrash is also printed in Yalkut Shimoni 109:11, where it has the text “nations of the world.”

31 Rabbi Samuel ben Isaac Ashkenazi Jaffe (d. late 16th century), rabbi of the Ashkenazi community of
Constantinople. Yafeh To’ar was his commentary to the Midrash Rabbah: Genesis (Venice, 1597-1606); Exodus
(Venice, 1597); and Leviticus (Constantinople, 1648).
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It’s possible to solve the difficulty, that these two ordinary people, Araunah and
Darius, blessed Daniel and David with a blessing that was proper according to the religion
and the law. Because properly, the nation of Israel was not guilty because of David’s sin.
Similarly, even though Daniel offered advice to Nebuchadnezzar, in any regard because of
this, all the poor of Israel had a good income.*? Further, the two of them were righteous and
fit to be saved.
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In truth, the blessing that Laban [and his mother] gave to Rebecca, despite the fact
that from one side it was a fitting blessing—as eventually she would give birth to Jacob and
Esau, from whom came thousands and tens of thousands—regardless from another side it
was against the law and the rule. Because of this, their blessing didn’t come true and the Holy
One, Blessed be He, feared the foreign nations would say that their prayer had been effective.
It was against the law and the rule because they said, “Our sister! May you become thousands
of myriads” (Gen. 24:60), as if the increase in offspring depended upon her. But the woman
is not commanded to “be fruitful and prosper” (Gen. 1:28), but only the man is subject to that
commandment.®* Since Rebecca wasn’t commanded to be fruitful and multiply, their blessing to
her was ‘““against the law and the rule,” which is one reason their blessing did not take effect.
Another point is that children relate their lineage after the father and not after the mother,*
so the children would be ascribed by law and rule to Isaac and not to Rebecca, which is a second
reason their blessing did not take effect. But isn’t it also the case that if they had said to her
that thousands of myriads should come from her husband, that their blessing would have
come true? But they said, “may you become,” the meaning being “specifically you,” Rebecca,
and they accomplished nothing.

32 Dan. 4:24-25: “ ‘Therefore, O king, may my advice be acceptable to you: Redeem your sins by beneficence,
and your iniquities by generosity to the poor; then your serenity may be extended.” All this befell King
Nebuchadnezzar.” The Mevuar edition cites Ex. Rabbah 30:24 that it was the poor of Israel who benefited.

33 Yevamot 65b presents a debate over whether women are obligated to have children, or only men. The halacha
is that only men are obligated. Later rabbis have explained that a woman is not required to have children, as childbirth
could endanger her life. Nevertheless, women generally have a strong desire to have children, and if they choose to
have children despite it not being incumbent upon them, it is considered a mitzvah.

34 For example, a Jewish child will be called Yaakov ben Yitzchak (Jacob the son of Isaac). Also, the tribal
affiliation of the child, such as whether he is a Cohen, or a Levi, or a Yisroel, is determined by the father. Kiddushin
66b.
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It’s also worth saying that “we don’t judge what is possible from what is impossible.”>’
Granted that with regard to Rebecca, there is no urgency if she would delay getting pregnant
the first years, when she was still in the days of her youth,*¢ so it was possible to prevent Laban’s
prayer from being fulfilled, but with David and Daniel, any other way is insufficient, i.c., there
was no good way to prevent their prayers from taking effect. Because of this, there [in Rebecca’s
case| there was fear of the foreigner saying that his prayer had been effective. But here [in
David’s and Daniel’s cases] there was no fear at all, as it was taught in a Mishnah:

The gentiles asked the Jewish Sages who were in Rome: If it is not G-d’s
will that people should engage in idol worship, why does He not eliminate it? The
Sages said to them: Were people worshipping only objects for which the world has
no need, He would eliminate it. But they worship the sun and the moon and the
stars and the constellations. Should He destroy his world because of the fools?

- Avodah Zarah 4:7 (54b)

In other words, ideally the prayers of Laban, Araunah, and Darius would have all appeared
ineffective. But in Darius’s case, the only way to have shown that his prayer had been ineffective
would have been for Daniel to have died, which G-d would not allow to happen. Similarly, in
Araunah’s case, the only way to have shown that his prayer had been ineffective would have been
for the plague to continue against Israel, which G-d also did not want to happen. Therefore, it can
be said that it was “impossible” to frustrate the prayers of Darius and Araunah. In contrast, as noted
above, Rebecca was young and could have children several years later; therefore, it was “possible”
to frustrate the prayers of Laban and his mother. We don’t raise any objections to the “possible”
frustration of the prayers of Laban and his mother because of the “impossibility” of frustrating the
prayers of Araunah and Darius. So G-d delayed Rebecca’s giving birth, denying Laban of a conceit
that his prayers were effective.

33 This is a Talmudic concept that one shouldn’t learn the parameters of a first halacha from an analogy to a second
halacha in which a technical impossibility suggests a conflict. For example, Menachot 19a explains that one who
brings a sacrifice needs to place his hands on the sacrifice. One might be tempted to say: “There’s a second halacha
that the sacrifice of the animal and sprinkling of its blood is what effects atonement, but since the owner isn’t
performing the sacrifice and sprinkling in this second halacha, then a fortiori he need not place his hands on the animal
in the first halacha, as that’s not what effects atonement.” However, we don’t apply that a fortiori, because in the
second halacha it is impossible for the owner to sacrifice the animal and sprinkle its blood, because that is the job of
the Cohen.

36 The rabbis agree that Rebecca was very young at the time of her marriage, though they disagree whether she
was three years old (Rashi on Gen. 25:20, based on Seder Olam Rabbah), or 10 (Sefer haYashar, Chayei Sarah), or 14
(Ramban’s comments on Yevamot 61b).
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It’s also worth saying that the grammar of the language in Gen. Rabbah 60:13 is that
there was a fear that [the nations of the world] would say, “our prayer created fruit,” and not
saying “our prayers were fulfilled.” That here it is known that Laban sought to uproot the
whole Jewish people,’” for he was an interpreter of omens and a great sorcerer,’® and he knew
that two future sons would come from Rebecca—Jacob and Esau—one righteous and
entirely apportioned with holiness, and one entirely wicked in the portion of the klippah
(husk), i.e., impurity.>” Because Isaac was a righteous man who was the son of a righteous
man (i.e., Abraham), he begot Jacob, but as Rebecca was the daughter of a wicked man (i.e.,
Bethuel), because of this she gave birth to Esau, as the rabbis of blessed memory have said.*’
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When [Laban] said to Rebecca, “Our sister! May you become thousands of myriads’
(Gen. 24:60), his intent was that the portion of the klippah apportioned to Esau would grow
stronger from the influence of the maternal side of Rebecca, who was the daughter of Bethuel,
than Jacob’s holy portion from the influence of the paternal side of Isaac. Because of this, he
said “may you become,” the meaning being “specifically you,” that the word “you” is an
extra word not strictly required by the Hebrew syntax in the Scripture. In truth, the generals
and the kings of Esau preceded those of Jacob*! in the sense that the husk (klippah) precedes
the fruit,*” and if the Holy One, Blessed be He, had not nullified their prayer, the nations
would have said that their prayer caused the generals and the kings of Esau to come and rule

37Passover Haggadah: “Go out and learn what Laban the Aramean sought to do to Jacob, our father; since Pharaoh
decreed [the death sentence] only on the males, but Laban sought to uproot the whole [Jewish people].”

38 Rashi on Gen. 30:27.

3 A klipah, a husk or shell, is the representation of an evil or impure spiritual force in Jewish mysticism.

40 Rabbi Abraham Saba (1440-1508), was a student of Isaac de Leon. A victim of the expulsion from Spain and
then Portugal, he settled in Morocco. The citation is found in his Torah commentary Tzror HaMor (Venice, 1523), at
the beginning of Parshat Toldot.

41 The descendants of Esau are listed first, in Gen. chapter 36, with the descendants of Jacob being listed in chapter
37. Furthermore, Gen. 36:31 states, “These are the kings who reigned in the land of Edom before any king reigned
over the Israelites.”

42 Zohar 11.108b.
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before the descendants of Jacob. Therefore, He arranged that [Rebecca] would be barren until
Isaac would pray for her, and in this their prayer was nullified and their hopes were dashed,*’
that from Esau the myriads didn’t come (but only the thousands), and to the contrary, from
Jacob would emerge myriads before thousands, as it is written, “Return, O L-rd, to Israel’s
myriads of thousands!” (Num. 10:36). So it wasn’t just that G-d wanted to prevent the nations of
the world from saying that their prayers had been effective, but rather G-d wanted to prevent the
supremacy of Esau (evil) over Jacob (good).
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Also understood will be the verse of Isaac’s blessing to Jacob, “they who bless you is
blessed” (Gen. 27:29). The difficulty is that he should have said “they who bless you are
blessed;” and so why did he say “is blessed” in the singular form, if he said “they who bless
you” in the plural form? In truth, in accordance with our saying that “blessings bless their
masters,” when one blesses his fellow, a blessing is created for the fellow. When [the blessing
for the fellow] is created, it is doubled and extends as another blessing to the first party, and
it’s said that the man is blessed with two blessings, or rather, he is credited with having created
two blessings: one active blessing given to his fellow, and a reflexive blessing for himself. So
“they who bless you” is nothing more than one man who is doing the blessing and because of
this he will be blessed, as the blessing to his fellow itself adds another blessing for him, as
“blessings bless their masters.” Therefore, [Isaac] said, “they who bless you” in the plural
form, and for the same reason the verse also states “they who curse you is cursed.”
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Now that we have seen that he who pursues the truth and hates falsehood will have a
blessing, it is difficult why Scripture is compelled to promise Abraham, “and I will bless you”
(Gen. 12:2). It is simple to see that he will have a blessing, as he was a righteous man! Perhaps
from the force of this question the rabbi of blessed memory explained on this verse: “R. Levi
said: No man ever appraised a cow belonging to Abraham in order to buy it without becoming
blessed, nor did a man ever price a cow to sell to him without his becoming blessed.” (Gen. Rabbah
39:11). A similar thought can be seen in the Gemara:

4 Cf. Job 41:1, “Their hopes must be disappointed . . .”
14



Rabbi Akiva said, “exert yourself to join together with a person upon whom
the hour smiles (i.e., a successful person).” Rav Pappa interpreted “join together”
to mean that one should neither buy nor sell from someone who is the beneficiary
of good fortune, “because he will profit from any transaction and you will suffer
from it.” Rather, he interpreted Rabbi Akiva’s statement as meaning that one should
go into partnership with someone who is the beneficiary of good fortune. But Rav
Shmuel bar Yitzchak disagreed with Rav Pappa. He said: “What is the meaning of
that which is written in Job (1:10), ‘You have blessed the work of his hands’?
This means that anyone who took a peruta from Job would be blessed, even if
he received it via a business transaction. l.e., one can engage in business with a
person who is blessed, even buying from him or selling from him, and he will share
in the good fortune of the other.”

- Pesachim 112a
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Rather, a reason is still required why the verse (I Chron. 13:14) reads: “The Ark of G-d
remained in the house of Obed-Edom, in its own abode, three months, and the L-rd blessed the
house of Obed-Edom” the Gittite. I.c., the very fact that the Ark of the Covenant was in the house
was a blessing, so what does the Torah add by saying that G-d blessed the house? Elsewhere, in
Berachot 63b, it was explained that the verse, Il Sam. 6:12 (which parallels I Chron. 13:14), means
that he was blessed with children. It’s worth saying that the first understanding of the
blessing—and the simple meaning of the blessing—is that it refers to children, as it was
written, “Sons are the provision of the L-rd; the fruit of the womb, His reward” (Ps. 127:3). A
repetition of the idea: “Your wife shall be like a fruitful vine within your house; your sons, like
olive saplings around your table. So shall the man who fears the L-rd be blessed” (Ps. 128:3-4).
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It was also explained in the first chapter of Temurah (16a),** where the words of Caleb’s
daughter, Achsah, “give me a blessing” (Judges 1:15), were cited. Also cited were Jabez’s words,
“if You would truly bless me, enlarge my territory, stand by me, and make me not suffer pain
from misfortune! (I Chron. 4:10)” Regarding Jabez’s words, Judah the Prince explained that
requesting a blessing means “by being fruitful and multiplying; and that ‘enlarge my border,’
means with sons and daughters.”

4 This citation actually appears in the second chapter of Temurah.
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Thus, we find that the first blessing that comes in the Torah is being fruitful and
multiplying, as it says, “G-d blessed them and G-d said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply’ ”
(Gen. 1:28). Also, with Noah after the flood, He blessed them, as it says, “G-d blessed Noah and
his sons, and said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply” (Gen. 9:1). The first curse that comes in
the Torah is the curse given to the snake, as it is written regarding it, “You will be more
cursed than all that cattle” (Gen. 3:14). This matter (i.e., the curse) is a diminution of being
fruitful and multiplying, because the snake is pregnant for seven years (Bechorot 8a). The
reason for the reward of the first blessing and the punishment of the first curse becomes clear.
The blessing is because the Holy One, Blessed be He, loves [the one he is blessing], and desires
him, and wants to benefit him. If so, he wants him to multiply, so there will others like him.
The opposite is true for him that He hates: He curses that he will not multiply, as He cursed
the snake.
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But for Abraham, for whom it is written, “and I will bless you” (Gen. 12:2) and for Job,
for whom it is written, “You have blessed the work of his hands” (Job 1:10), it is impossible to
interpret the word ‘blessing’ thus, to mean an increase in progeny. For with regard to Abraham,
immediately before saying “I will bless you,” it is written, “I will make of you a great nation,”
and that is interpreted by Rashi from Gen. Rabbah 39:11 to mean having children. There is a
principle that there are no wasted words in the Torah, but rather that something can be learned
from any apparent redundancy.*’ So having already learned that “I will make of you a great nation”
means that Abraham would be blessed with offspring, we cannot learn the same thing from the
continuation, “I will bless you.” Similarly, for Job, the verse reads, “You have blessed the work
of his hands so that his possessions spread out in the land,” which shows that the “blessing” has
a meaning of literally his handiwork. Therefore, we need to find another meaning behind these
mentions of “blessings,” and we accept R. Levi’s words from Gen. Rabbah 39:11, that these
blessings extended to Abraham and Job mean that those conducting business with them would also
flourish.

45 Abraham ben Moses ben Maimon (1186-1237) (the son of the Rambam), in his commentary on Ex. 20:20,
writes, “there is no duplication in Scripture.” Bahya ben Asher ibn Halawa (“Rabbeinu Behaye™) (1255-1340), in his
commentary on Gen. 47:28, writes, “The Torah is all hints; it has no word or letter that is stated unnecessarily.”
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