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Chapter XVIII: Mishpatim (Ex. 21:1-24:18)

Essay 9. Promises of offspring, long life, and sustenance
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There are verse[s]: “You will serve the L-rd, your G-d, Who will bless your bread and
your water; and [ will remove sickness from your midst. No woman shall miscarry or be barren
in your Land; the full count of your days I will fulfill.”!

These can be grouped as three promises that are what Rava discussed at the end of
tractate Moed Katan (28a): “Children, lifespan, and income—these things do not depend on
one’s merit, but rather these things depend upon fate.”

But at the end of tractate Shabbat (156a), the Tosafists wrote that fate can change if [a
person has] great merit.

A difficulty is that from here, i.c., from the cited verses, Ex. 23:25-26, it appears that
the matter specifically depends upon merit, from the fact that the Holy One, Blessed be He,
said He would fulfill these promises. Even the Scripture, “You will serve the L-rd, your G-d,
Who will bless your bread and your water . . .” doesn’t mean that this will be because of a great
merit.
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It can be said that it’s indeed so that without a great merit, these things ordinarily
depend upon fate, but the Holy One, Blessed be He, promises [Israel] that even without great
merit and without changing their fate, they will have these good things. That is, if due to fate,

’ English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
VEx. 23:25-26.




one Jew would have limited food, the Holy One, Blessed be He, will bless that food, and [the
Jew] will eat a little and the food will be blessed in his bowels. Thus, the fate won’t be
overturned, but the poor person will be pampered in plenty like the wealthy person, and will
eat and be satisfied. This is what Scripture said, “You will serve the L-rd, your G-d, Who will
bless your bread and your water.” The meaning is that as it’s specifically written “your bread”
and “your water,” we hear from this that it means the same bread that you would have had
because of your fate. You would not need to have great merit to change your fate; rather, this
is a little food with the blessing that it will be blessed so that it will be as filling as a lot of food.
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Similarly, “the full count of your days I will fulfill” also means that [G-d] won’t change
the fate to add to his days, but at least they won’t be shortened, as in the fourth chapter of
tractate Yevamot:

If he is deserving, [G-d] completes his [allotted lifespan]. [If] he is
undeserving [i.e., wicked], He reduces his [lifespan]; [this] is the statement of Rabbi

Akiva [i.e., that one cannot outlive his preordained lifespan].

[In contrast,] the Rabbis say: [If] he is deserving, [G-d] adds to his

[lifespan]. [If] he is undeserving, He reduces his [lifespan].

- Yevamot 50a
“Deserving” in this context of added years means “great merit,” i.e., righteous, as the
Maharsha® writes there according to the words of the Tosafists above. Now, the Scripture
guarantees them that even if they don’t have great merit, [their lot] won’t be diminished,
rather it will be completed.
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Maybe you’ll say, what need is there for this guarantee, for there is only diminishment
for one who is undeserving. How would it enter your mind to say that there would be
diminishment for one who is deserving, even if he does not have great merit? Il.e.,
“undeserving” means a wicked person, but “deserving” could perhaps refer to a righteous person
or perhaps someone who is a beinoni, an average person. Thus, it’s also difficult to understand
the explanation of Rabbi Akiva in the fourth chapter of tractate Yevamot, as quoted above,

2 Rabbi Shmuel Eliezer Eidels (1555-1631), Polish rabbi famous for his Talmud commentaries, Chiddushei
Halachot and Chiddushei Agadot.



where he says, “[If] he is deserving, [G-d] completes his [allotted lifespan]; [if] he is
undeserving, He reduces his [lifespan].”

What need was there that he should be deserving, i.e., a righteous person, for even if
he would only be a beinoni, an average person, he wouldn’t have any diminishment, for there
is only diminishment for one who is undeserving, i.e., a wicked person.
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It can be said that sometimes a person harms his health by accident, by eating, or by
drinking, or by some other matter, such as passing through a place of danger that he did not
know about, and it is possible that some incident will befall him and he’ll endanger himself
by accident. Therefore, Scripture promises him that he will be guarded from these bad
incidents in order to fulfill his days.

However, for one who is undeserving, it’s not enough that he won’t be saved; rather,
he will have a diminishment, even if he was alert to save himself from these incidents.

However, regarding children, it’s written, “no woman shall miscarry or be barren in
your Land,” and from here it appears that there is a change in fate, and it is difficult why
especially in this regard the fate will be changed.
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It can be said that it’s brought in the first chapter of tractate Rosh Hashanah:

And Rabbi Yitzchak said: Three matters evoke a person’s sins. They are:
[Endangering oneself by sitting next to] a leaning wall; expecting prayer [to be
accepted, as that leads to G-d judging the person]; and passing a case against
another [to Heaven], for Rabbi Avin said: Anyone who passes a case against
another [to G-d] is punished first [as that leads to G-d judging both parties]. . .

And Rabbi Yitzchak said: A person’s sentence is torn up on [account of]
four [types of] actions. These are: [Giving] charity, crying out [in prayer], a change
of [one’s] name, and a change of [one’s] deeds. . .

And some say: Also, a change of [one’s] place [of residence cancels an
evil judgment], as we find with Abraham... And the other [one, i.e., Rabbi
Yitzchak, who does not include a change of residence in his list, holds that in the



case of Abram], it was the merit [and sanctity] of the Land of Israel that helped
him [become the father of a great nation].

- Rosh Hashanah 16b
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But it is still difficult to understand: If the merit of dwelling in the Land of Israel is
called a great merit, to change the fate of the children, it should be called a great merit even
for lifespan and income. To the contrary, if it is not called a great merit for lifespan and income,
what is different regarding children to say that this dwelling in the Land of Israel changes the
fate? It can be said that the Holy One, Blessed be He, always weighs measure-for-measure,
as in the 13t chapter of tractate Ketubot (110b), it is said, “That anyone who resides in the
Land of Israel is considered as one who has a G-d, and anyone who resides outside the Land
of Israel is considered as one who does not have a G-d. As it is stated: ‘To give to you the
land of Canaan, to be your G-d.” >

Also, in the sixth chapter of tractate Yevamot (64a), it is said: “Everyone who does not
engage in [the commandment to be] fruitful and multiply causes the Shechinah to depart from
Israel, as it is said, ‘to be G-d to you and to your offspring to come’*. .. When your seed is
after you [i.e., when you have children], the Shechinah rests [upon the Jewish people, but if]
your seed is not after you, upon whom does the Shechinah rest? Is it upon wood and stones?”
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Now, one who dwells in the Land of Israel dwells there in order that he will have the
inspiration of the Shechinah, and inspiration of the Shechinah comes from having children.
Thus, if it’s so [that he doesn’t have children], [G-d] must necessarily change his fate so that
he will have children. That is, regarding children, dwelling in the Land of Israel is called “a
great merit,” but for the rest of the three things it is not. Because of this, after it is written,
“No woman shall miscarry,” which is that the fate will be changed, it is written, “the full

3 Lev. 25:38.
4 Gen. 7:17.



count of your days I will fulfill”—as we have said without changing fate. This is in order that
it won’t be said, “Just as his fate changed with children, so too his fate will change in life.”
The Scripture is arranged according to the need, that initially a person needs food, then
children, and then a long life.
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This is the meaning of “Who will bless your bread . . . the full count of your days I will
fulfill,” and for bread it is written, “I will remove sickness [770%] [machala] from your midst.”
It is written thus because this is a matter depending upon food, as [the rabbis] of blessed
memory have said, “It is taught in a Baraita: ‘Sickness’—this [refers to] bile, that there are 83
illnesses in them,’ and all are negated by bread dipped in salt [eaten in] the morning.”®

Also, in the fourth chapter of tractate Ketubot, it is said, “medical treatment is like

sustenance.”’

3> The Gematria of 7917 is 83.

¢ Bava Kamma 102b.

7 Ketubot 52b: “The Sages taught [in a Baraita]: [Regarding] a widow who is sustained from the property of the
orphans and who requires medical treatment, [her medical needs] are like her sustenance [and the orphans must bear
the costs].”



