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Chapter XLVII: Re’eh (Deut. 11:26-16:17)

Essay 2. Don’t follow the way of the idol worshipers
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There are verse[s]: “When the L-rd your G-d has cut down before you the nations that you
are about to enter and dispossess, and you have dispossessed them and settled in their land; you
should be careful, lest you be lured into their ways after they’ve been wiped out before you! Do
not inquire about their gods, saying, ‘How will [172¥] [ya ‘avdu] those nations worship their
gods? I will also do this.’ You shall not act thus toward the L-rd your G-d, for every abhorrent
act that the L-rd detests they perform for their gods; they even offer up their sons and daughters
in fire to their gods.” (Deut. 12:29-31). There is a difficulty, for [Moses] should have said, “how
did [172¥] [avdu] those nations worship their gods,” in the past tense, for he already said, “after
they’ve been wiped out before you.” Also, what is this, “you shall not act thus toward the
L-rd your G-d,” for didn’t [Moses] already prohibit and prescribe this behavior in another
place, viz, in the Ten Commandments: “You shall have no other gods besides Me” (Ex. 20:3)
and “You shall not bow down to them or serve them” (Ex. 20:5)? From here in Deut. 12:29-31,
it appears that the only punishment that would occur in the event of a violation is because
“every abhorrent act that the L-rd detests they perform for their gods”, and there would not
be any punishment because of the prohibition against idol worship. That is, if the verses were
meant as a warning against idol worship, they would have explicitly said that. Rather, something
else is intended by the verses. For how would it enter their minds to worship idols, when it
says, “I will also do this”? In other words, they knew from past experiences that idol worship was
a grave sin, so they couldn’t have meant idol worship when they said, “I will also do this.”

’ English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. More essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
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We can interpret the verse according to the opinion of the Ramban,' that “I will also

do this” does not mean “I will also worship idols,” but rather means to say, [ will follow the same

practices but do so “in the service of G-d, may He be blessed.” But even so, if we interpret

according to the Ramban’s view, it doesn’t make sense to serve G-d in a foreign manner, as
Rabbi Alshich? questioned, and see there.
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As for us, it appears to say that in those times, they were “arranging a table for
Fortune” (Isaiah 65:11),° for they believed it would bring upon themselves good fortune, as
the Beit Yosef* wrote, in Yoreh De’ah, in the name of Rabbeinu Yerucham® (siman 179:26).
That is, the non-Jews would set up a table with delicacies, not necessarily to eat, but as a form of
sympathetic magic that they should be rewarded by Fortune with wealth to continue to be able to
afford such delicacies. [Rabbeinu Yerucham and the Beit Yosef] criticized those Jewish people
who similarly arranged a table with types of food on the night before a circumcision, for good
luck of the infant being circumcised, because this was precisely “arranging a table for
Fortune,” as the non-Jews had practiced. This was the path of Balaam, who made divinations,
as is brought in the Zohar (vol. 111, parshat Balak, page 192), for there his city was called
Petora [77in2]° which means to say Petura [X7103], an Aramaic word which means “table,” and
see there.

! Rabbi Moses ben Nachman (1194-1270) (“Nachmanides,” also “Ramban”), a leading medieval Jewish scholar,
Sephardic rabbi, philosopher, physician, kabbalist, and biblical commentator.

2 Rabbi Moshe Alshich (1508-1593), prominent rabbi, preacher, and biblical commentator. Born in 1508 in the
Ottoman Empire, he later moved to Safed where he became a student of Rabbi Joseph Caro.

3 The embodiment of Fortune, the term gad [73] is understood by Rashi as one of the planets followed by the
gentiles. Ibn Ezra cites Rabbi Moshe [ben Samuel] haKohen [ibn Gikatilla] as identifying gad as the planet Jupiter.

4 The Beit Yosef, by Rabbi Joseph Karo (1488-1575), is a long and detailed commentary on Rabbi Jacob ben
Asher’s Arba'ah Turim (“Tur”). It served as a precursor to the Shulchan Aruch, which Rabbi Karo wrote later in his
life.

5> Rabbi Yerucham ben Meshullam (1290-1350), prominent rabi and posek. Born in Provence, after Jews were
expelled from France, he moved to Toledo, Spain. He greatly influenced Rabbi Yosef Karo, and is quoted extensively
in both the Shulchan Aruch and Beit Yosef.

¢ Num. 22:4-5: “Balak, son of Zippor, who was king of Moab at that time, sent messengers to Balaam, son of
Beor, in Petora [77in2], which is by the Euphrates, in the land of his kinsfolk.”
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Now, the Gentiles were cut off from the land, and Israel inherited their land, and their
luck worsened. The few who were left of them, who fled and escaped, would surely make
every powerful effort to strengthen their good fortune again and to arrange their table for
Fortune, in order that the sovereignty should return to them. Lest Israel say, “We will also
do this, for the sake of Heaven, in order to add force to our good fortune,” because of this
concern, [Moses] came and warned [Israel] not to do so. Now, the use of the future tense, “How
will [3723°] [ya ‘avdu] those nations worship their gods,” is nicely precise, in the future tense, for
it refers to the surviving idolators, and all the difficulties are solved.



