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Chapter L: Ki Tavo (Deut. 26:1-29:8)

Essay 12. A reward is available for some mitzvot in this world
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“Therefore, observe faithfully all the terms of this covenant, so that you will succeed
in all that you do,”! and next to it is written the opening line of the next parasha, Nitzavim, “You
are standing this day, all of you, before the L-rd your G-d . . . to enter into the covenant.”?

Some of the commentators pushed themselves to try to understand this juxtaposition.
The law is with them, since the Radbaz® wrote (Responsa 5069) that one must say that the
section “You are standing” is connected above with the section of Ki Tavo, for if not, it is
difficult to understand why for the curses of Ki Tavo were consolations not written afterwards,
as they were in those of Bechukotai? Rather, since it is all one section, there are consolations
also at its end, as it is written, “When all these things befall you—the blessing and the curse
that I have set before you—and you take them to heart amidst the various nations to which the
L-rd your G-d has banished you; and you return to the L-rd your G-d and you and your children
heed G-d’s command with all your heart and soul, just as I enjoin upon you this day, the the L-rd

your G-d will restore your fortunes . . .”*
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For us it seems possible to resolve the juxtaposition in this way: in the first verse there
is a difficulty, and in the second verse there is a difficulty, and through the juxtaposition both
are resolved. For how is it possible [as it says], “Therefore, observe faithfully all the terms of
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this covenant, so that you will succeed in all that you do,” for behold, “the reward for
commandments is not in this world.” Also, on the second verse Rashi wrote: “Because He
swore unto you and has sworn unto your fathers not to exchange their descendants for another
nation. For this reason, He binds you by these oaths not to provoke Him to anger, since He, on
His part, cannot separate Himself from you.”°
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And from here it appears that all these curses and oaths are, so to speak, for the
benefit of the Holy One, Blessed be He, so that he would be would not be provoked, and not for
the benefit of Israel for our own improvement; and there will always be resentment for Israel
concerning these oaths. Therefore, the verse wrote “so that you will succeed in all that you
do,” to show that studying Torah will bring self-improvement. Also, in the first chapter of
Avodah Zarah (19b) we derive from this verse that for anyone who occupies himself with
Torah, his possessions succeed.

Furthermore, on the verse “But his desire is in the Torah of the Lord,”’ that the Holy
One, Blessed be He, performs his desires. This is not considered a reward for a
commandment, but rather because “You are standing today, all of you, . . . to enter into the
covenant,” that the Holy One, Blessed be He, is attached to you and cannot separate from
you, and one who cleaves to the Holy One, Blessed be He, no evil or harm can draw near to
him.
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In this way will be resolved the question that people ask regarding the verse, “And if
you do hearken to these ordinances and observe them carefully, then the L-rd your G-d will
maintain faithfully for you the covenant . . . ,”® for behold, “the reward for commandments is
not in this world.” So how does the Holy One, Blessed be He, make so many promises for our
benefit in this world? Further, regarding what Rashi explained on this verse: “If, for the light

5 Kiddushin 39b; Chullin 142a.
6 Rashi on Deut. 29:12.
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commandments which a person usually treads on with his heels, you will hearken to, ‘G-d
will maintain,” He will keep for you His promises.”’
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This explanation of Rashi is difficult to understand, for he should have said, “If even for
the light commandments,” which would imply that they are completely careful both in light
commandments and in severe ones. But the wording, “If for the light commandments,”
implies that if they are careful only in the light commandments it suffices, even if they are
not careful in the severe commandments — and it is certainly impossible to say so!
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Rather, one may say that the intention of Scripture is not to make these promises as
reward for fulfilling the commandments, for indeed, “the reward for commandments is not
in this world.” Therefore, Scripture is precise to say, “And if you do hearken to these
ordinances,” and it is known that “ordinances” [2°0oWn] [mishpatim] are matters that, even if
they had not been written, they would be fitting to fulfill. As Rashi explained in parashat
Acharei Mot on the verse, “My ordinances you shall observe,”!” “these are things stated in
the Torah which, had they not been written, it would be proper to state them.”!' The Re’em'?
explained: such as theft and bloodshed.
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Now, regarding these matters, nature itself obligates that one be careful about them
even without the command of Scripture. For one who is careful in them for the sake of the
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12 Rabbi Elijah Mizrachi (c. 1455 — ¢. 1526) (“Re’em”), Talmudist, posek, and mathematician, best known for
Sefer ha-Mizrachi, a supercommentary on Rashi's commentary on the Torah.
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command of the Creator, great is his merit, and the Holy One, Blessed be He, promises him
all these assurances. That which we say, that “the reward for commandments is not in this
world,” that applies to the other commandments, which nature and the maintenance of the
world do not compel one to guard, but are rather a decree of the King upon His servants.
For these, one should not take their reward in this world, because the Torah is spiritual, and
even the reward of those commandments whose obligation comes from the Torah ought to
be spiritual. But those commandments which, even without the Torah’s command, we would
fulfill, since they are needed in this world, one who keeps them for the sake of a
commandment will certainly receive his reward in this world, and therefore Scripture
promised many assurances.
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What Rashi explained, “If for the light commandments,” this also refers to those
connected with these ordinances, which nature obligates, but which a person tramples with
his heels, meaning that the world is not careful in them. For example, bloodshed is something
which nature obligates, and most of the world is careful in it. But one who embarrasses his
fellow in public, and the like — even though nature obligates it, most of the world is not
careful in it, as we say in chapter 4 of Bava Metzia:

Anyone who embarrasses another in public, it is as though he were
spilling blood. . . . We see that the red leaves [his face] and pallor comes [which is
tantamount to spilling his blood]. Abaye said to Rav Dimi: In the West, [i.e., the
Land of Israel,] with regard to what are they [especially] vigilant? In [not]
embarrassing [another]|, which implies that it was not so in other places.

- Bava Metzia 58b
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Now there is no longer room to err and to say that with guarding only the “light
commandments” it suffices, for since nature obligates in these, all the more so in the severe
ones. It is impossible that one who transgresses them will receive good, but only one who is
careful for the sake of the commandments, as said above.
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