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Chapter LI: Nitzavim (Deut. 29:9–30:20) 
 
Essay 1. The curses need not be taken literally 
 

ר שְׁתַּיִם חוּץ מִמ"ט  נִצָּבִים" פֵּרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י, נִסְמְכָה פָרָשַׁת אַתֶּם נִצָּבִים לַקְּלָלוֹת? לְפִי שֶׁשָּׁמְעוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל מֵאָה קְלָלוֹת חָסֵ   "אַתֶּם

סָם, "אַתֶּם נִצָּבִים הַיּוֹם" הַרְבֵּה הִכְעַסְתֶּם יד בְּאֵלָה, הִתְחִיל מֹשֶׁה לְפַיְּ וֹשֶׁבְּתוֹרַת כֹּהֲנִים, הוֹרִיקוּ פְנֵיהֶם וְאָמְרוּ מִי יוּכַל לַעֲמ
 .לַמָּקוֹם וְכוּ' עכ"ל

  
“You are standing today, all of you, before the L-rd your G-d.”1 Rashi explained, Why 

was the parashah of “Nitzavim” juxtaposed to the curses? Because when Israel heard one 
hundred curses less two, besides the forty-nine in Leviticus, their faces turned pale, and they 
said, “Who can withstand these?” Moses began to appease them: “You are standing today,” 
[meaning] you have frequently provoked the Omnipresent to anger, and yet He has not made 
an end to you, but you still continue in His presence.”2 

 
תַּר לְהוֹרָקַת פָּנִים,  וּהָיָה דַּי וְה  קָשֶׁה טוּבָא לָמָּה הוֹרִיקוּ פְּנֵיהֶם בְּאֵלָה הַתּוֹכָחוֹת וְלאֹ כֵּן בַּתּוֹכָחוֹת שֶׁל בְּחֻקֹּתַי וְהַלּאֹ גַּם בָּהֶם 

הֲנִים, שֶׁהֲרֵי מֵאָה אֵין וְעוֹד לָמָּה אָמַר מֵאָה קְלָלוֹת חָסֵר שְׁתַּיִם הָיָה לוֹ לוֹמַר צ"ח קְלָלוֹת, כְּמוֹ שֶׁאָמַר חוּץ מִמ"ט שֶׁבְּתוֹרַת כֹּ 
רוּץ הוּא לוֹמַר "אַתֶּם נִצָּבִים הַיּוֹם" וְכוּ', וְאִי מִשּׁוּם שֶׁהַרְבֵּה הִכְעִיסוּ לְפָנָיו וְלאֹ עָשָׂה בָּהֶם  יוְעוֹד מַה תֵּ  .כָּאן וְלָמָּה נָקַט מֵאָה

ן אֵלָה הַתּוֹכָחוֹת  ין לאֹ עָבְרוּ בַּבְּרִית וְלאֹ הָיוּ עֲדַיִ ילְמָא לאֹ עָשָׂה בָּהֶם כְּלָיָה, לְפִי שֶׁעֲדַיִ ירוּץ מַסְפִּיק, דְּדִ יכְּלָיָה הַלּאֹ זֶה אֵינוֹ תֵּ 
 .ד בָּאֵלָהוֹג מִי יוּכַל לַעֲמוֹלֵ˂ אִין הָכִי נָמֵי שֶׁיֵּשׁ לָהֶם לְיִשְׂרָאֵל לִדְאיבְּעוֹלָם, אֲבָל מִכָּאן וְאֵ 

 
It is very difficult to understand this. 
Question 1: Why did their faces turn pale at these rebukes and not so at the rebukes 

in Bechukotai, for there too there was more than enough cause for a face to go pale?  
Question 2: Furthermore, why did [Rashi] say “one hundred curses less two”? He 

should have said “ninety-eight curses,” just as he said “besides the forty-nine in Leviticus,” 
where he gave the exact number, instead of saying “fifty less one.” For here there are not one 
hundred, so why did he phrase it as one hundred? 

Question 3: Furthermore, what kind of answer is it to say “You are standing 
today …”? If it’s because they had frequently provoked Him to anger and He did not destroy 
them, this is not a sufficient answer. For perhaps He did not destroy them because they had 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com  
1 Deut. 29:9. 
2 Rashi on Deut. 29:12. 
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not yet entered the covenant, and these rebukes, which relate to the covenant, were not yet in 
effect. But from now on, indeed Israel had reason to worry: Who can withstand these 
rebukes? 

 
לִי וְכׇל־מַכָּה אֲשֶׁר לאֹ כָתוּב"  וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּעִקָּר הוֹרָקַת פְּנֵיהֶם שֶׁל יִשְׂרָאֵל בְּאֵלָה הַתּוֹכָחוֹת הָיְתָה, לְפִי שֶׁכָּתוּב כָּאן "גַּם כׇּל־חֳ 

   .כְתְּבוּ כִּי אִם צ"ח', וְגַם אֵלָה הֵם שְׁתֵּי קְלָלוֹת חֳלִי וּמַכָּה אֶלָּא שֶׁלּאֹ נִכְתְּבוּ, וְאִם כֵּן הֵם מֵאָה קְלָלוֹת אֶלָּא שֶׁלּאֹ נִ וְכוּ
 
Rather, it may be said that the main reason their faces turned pale at these rebukes 

was because it is written here, “also, every other disease and plague that are not mentioned 
in this book of Teaching, the L-rd will bring upon you, until you are wiped out.”3 These are two 
curses, i.e., “disease” and “plague,” only they were stated in general terms and not specified. If 
so, they are one hundred curses, only that ninety-eight were written, and two were not. 

 
מוּ הַתּוֹכָחוֹת כִּפְשׁוּטָן וְכִּכְתָבָן, אֲבָל אוֹתָם שֶׁלּאֹ נִכְתְּבוּ  יוְלָמָּה אֵלּוּ נִכְתְּבוּ וְאֵלּוּ לאֹ נִכְתְּבוּ צָרִי˂ לוֹמַר שֶׁאוֹתָן שֶׁנִּכְתְּבוּ יִתְקַיְּ 

לְזֶה זֶה  בֵּין  הֶפְרֵשׁ  דְּיֵשׁ  וּמִנַּיִן  כָּל כָּ˂ חֲמוּרוֹת,  בְרָכָה" הִקְשׁוּ  ,  אֵינָן  וְלאֹ  קְלָלָה  עָלַי  יַעֲקֹב "וְהֵבֵאתִי  מַה שֶׁאָמַר  עַל  שֶׁהֲרֵי 
יטָא שֶׁאִם יִתֵּן לוֹ קְלָלָה לאֹ  הַמְּפָרְשִׁים מַהוּ "וְהֵבֵאתִי עָלַי" הָיָה לוֹ לוֹמַר "וְיִתֵּן לִי קְלָלָה", וְעוֹד לָמָּה כֶּפֶל "וְלאֹ בְרָכָה" דִּפְשִׁ 

  .כָהבְּרָ יִתֵּן לוֹ 
 
Why were some of these written and others not written? It must be said that those 

which were written, the rebukes will be fulfilled according to their plain meaning and as they 
are written, but those which were not written are not so severe. How do we know there is a 
distinction between them? For what was said about Jacob when Rivkah told him to deceive 
Isaac, “If my father touches me, I shall appear to him as a trickster and bring upon myself a 
curse, not a blessing.”4 The commentators asked, what does “and bring upon myself a curse” 
mean, and why the repetitive language “and not a blessing,” as it is obvious that if he would 
receive a curse, he would not receive a blessing. 

 
וְזֶה   רוֹ עֵצָה שֶׁאֵינָהּ הוֹגֶנֶת,יפָּק בַּהֲבָנַת הַפָּסוּק "אָרוּר מַשְׁגֶּה עִוֵּר" וּפֵרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י שֶׁנּוֹתֵן לַחֲבֵ וּאֶלָּא הַטַּעַם הוּא שֶׁיַּעֲקֹב הָיָה מְס 

˂ לְכָל מִי שֶׁמַּטְעֶה אָדָם עִוֵּר אוֹ סוּמָא, כְּמוֹ שֶׁהָיָה צָרִי˂ יוְנִסְתַּפֵּק יַעֲקֹב אִם זֶה הָאָרוּר שַׁיָּ   .רוּשׁ חוּץ מִפְּשׁוּטוֹ שֶׁל מִקְרָאיהַפֵּ 
כְּלוֹמַר בָּהַטְעָאָה זוֹ שֶׁאֲנִי עוֹשֶׂה  ,  הוּא לַעֲשׂוֹת לְהַטְעוֹת אֶת אָבִיו שֶׁיִּהְיֶה סָבוּר שֶׁהוּא עֵשָׂו, וְלָכֵן אָמַר "וְהֵבֵאתִי עָלַי קְלָלָה"

לּוּ אִם יִרְצֶה אָבִי לָתֵת לִי הַבְּרָכוֹת יא אֲנִי מִתְיָירֵא פֶּן אַמְשִׁי˂ עָלַי הַקְּלָלָה שֶׁל "אָרוּר מַשְׁגֶּה עִוֵּר" וְאָז אֲפִ לַאֲבִי שֶׁהוּא סוּמָ 
  .אֵינָם יְכוֹלוֹת לָחוּל בִּמְקוֹם שֶׁיֵּשׁ כְּבָר הַקְּלָלָה וְהָאָרוּר

 
Rather, the reason is that Jacob was uncertain in understanding the verse “Cursed be 

he who misleads a blind person,”5 and Rashi explained the verse to mean: “He who gives his 
fellow advice that is not proper,” which is an interpretation beyond the plain meaning of 
Scripture. Jacob was unsure whether this curse applies to anyone who misleads a blind or 

 
3 Deut. 28:61. 
4 Gen. 27:12. 
5 Deut. 27:18. 
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visually impaired person, as he had to mislead his father into thinking he was Esau. 
Therefore, he said, “and bring upon myself a curse,” meaning: through this deception I am 
doing to my blind father, I fear lest the curse of, “cursed be he who misleads a blind person” 
come upon me, and even if my father wishes to give me the blessings, they cannot take effect 
in the place where the curse has already been placed. 

 
רוֹ עֵצָה שֶׁאֵינָהּ  ירַשִׁ"י שֶׁנּוֹתֵן לַחֲבֵ   וְאִמּוֹ אָמְרָה לוֹ "עָלַי קִלְלָתְ˃ בְּנִי", כְּלוֹמַר הַפָּסוּק אֵינוֹ מוּבָן כִּפְשׁוּטוֹ אֶלָּא כְּמוֹ שֶׁפָּרַשׁ

בָּא שְׁמַע בְּקוֹלִי שֶׁבִּזְכוּת הוֹגֵנֵת, וְאִם כֵּן אִם הָיְתָה עֵצָה שֶׁאֵינָהּ הוֹגֵנֵת הַקְּלָלָה הָיְתָה רְאוּיָה לָבוֹא עָלַי וְלאֹ עָלֶי˃, אַ˂ אַדְרַ 
  .הַמִּצְוָה שֶׁתִּשָּׁמַע לְדִבְרֵי אִמְּ˃ תָּבוֹא לְ˃ הַבְּרָכָה

 
But his mother said to him, “Upon me be your curse, my son,” meaning the verse is 

not to be understood literally, but as Rashi explained: “He who gives his fellow advice that is 
not proper.” If so, if the advice were improper, the curse would rightly come upon me and 
not on you. Rather, heeding my words, in the merit of the commandment to listen to his 
mother, the blessing will come to you. 

 
סֵּר אִישׁ  י רַבִּים אֲבָל בְּאַהֲבָה כְּמוֹ שֶׁמְּיַ   סּוּרִיןיאִם נֶאֱמַר שֶׁאֵין הַדְּבָרִים כִּפְשׁוּטָן נוּכַל לוֹמַר שֶׁיָּבוֹאוּ עֲלֵיהֶם יִ   וְהָכִי נָמֵי בִּשְׁלָמָא

הָיָה   הֶדְיָא  דְּבַרכִּדְאַשְׁכְּחַן בְּפֶרֶק ט' דִּבְרָכוֹת  ,  סּוּרִין דּוֹמִים לְאֵלּוּ הַכְּתוּבִים אֲבָל לאֹ יִהְיוּ דּוֹמִים לְגַמְרֵייאֶת בְּנוֹ, אוֹ יִהְיוּ יִ 
לְעֵינֶי˃" טָבוּחַ  כְּגוֹן "שׁוֹרְ˃  לְטֵיבוּתָא,  הַתּוֹכָחוֹת  אֵלּוּ  שֶׁל  פְּסוּקִים  הַרְבֵּה  לְאַבָּיֵי  אָכַלְתְּ עֲסָקֶי˃  נָפִישׁ  מְפָרֵשׁ  וְלָא  וְטָבַחְתְּ   ,

לּוּ לְרָבָא דִּמְפָרֵשׁ לֵיהּ לְרֵיעוּתָא לָא מְפָרֵשׁ לֵיהּ כִּפְשׁוּטוֹ, אֶלָּא אָמַר לוֹ פָּסֵיד עִסְקָ˂ וְלָא אַהֲנִית יוַאֲפִ ,  בָּ˂י תָא דְּלִ ווְשָׁתִית מֵחֶדְוְ 
אֲבָל הוֹאִיל שֶׁיֵּשׁ שְׁתַּיִם שֶׁלּאֹ כַּתָּבָן וְכָל הַשְּׁאָר כַּתָּבָן יֵשׁ מָקוֹם לוֹמַר שֶׁזֶּהוּ  .  לָ˂ לְמֵיכַל מֵעוּצְבָּא דְּלִיבָּ˂ וְכֵן הַרְבֵּה כְּיוֹצֵא בְּזֶה

ם דַּוְקָא בְּאֵלּוּ וְלאֹ בְּאוֹתָן שֶׁל וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי הוֹרִיקוּ פְּנֵיהֶ מוּ הַדְּבָרִים כִּפְשׁוּטָן מַמָּשׁ,  יבְהָק שֶׁמַּה שֶׁכָּתַב רוֹצֶה שֶׁיִּתְקַיְּ וּ סִימָן מ
 תּוֹרַת כֹּהֲנִים, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי אָמְרוּ מֵאָה קְלָלוֹת חָסֵר שְׁתַּיִם. 

 
Likewise, granted, if we say that the matters are not according to the literal sense, we 

could say that many afflictions will come upon them, but with love, as a man chastises his 
son; or the afflictions will be similar to those written, but not exactly the same.  

This is as we saw in Chapter 9 of Berachot (56a), that Bar Haddaya, who was an 
interpreter of dreams, had a custom to give a good interpretation for those who paid them, and a 
bad interpretation for those who did not pay him. An identical dream was experienced by Abaye 
and Rava, in which Biblical verses of rebuke were read to them. Bar Haddaya explained to Abaye, 
who paid him, many verses of these rebukes for good, such as, for example, the curse from last 
week’s parasha, Ki Tavo, “Your ox shall be slain before your eyes and you shall not eat thereof,”6 
he explained that “your business will succeed, but when you will slaughter an ox, you will not 
eat or drink, because of the joy of your heart.”7 Even for Rava, who did not pay him, and for 
whom he interpreted it negatively, he did not interpret it according to the plain meaning, but 
rather said to him, “Your business will be lost and you will derive no pleasure from eating 

 
6 Deut. 28:31. 
7 This text appears in Ein Yaakov 9:15. The text in Berachot 56a is somewhat different, with the element of 

drinking wine coming from a different verse, “Go your way, eat your bread with joy, and drink your wine with a merry 
heart” (Eccl. 9:7). 



4 
 

because of the sadness of your heart,” and similarly he interpreted many verses in this way, 
for good or bad, depending on the audience. 

Thus, the answer to Question 1 is that Rashi felt that the people were not as afraid of the 
curses of Leviticus and even of Ki Tavo, for they were not necessarily to be taken literally. But 
since here in Nitzavim there are two curses that were not written, and all the rest were written, 
there is reason to say that this is a clear sign: that what is written is intended to occur 
according to its literal meaning. For this reason, their faces turned pale specifically at these, 
and not at those in Leviticus. 

The answer to Question 2 is that it was for this reason, [the Rabbis quoted by Rashi] 
said: “one hundred curses, less two,” because there were ninety-eight curses explicitly stated, 
and two more stated only in general terms, “every other disease and plague.” 

 
עֵגֶל וּכְתִיב בֵּיהּ "זֹבֵחַ לָאֱ˄הִים  הִתְחִיל מֹשֶׁה לְפַיְּיסָן "אַתֶּם נִצָּבִים הַיּוֹם" וְכוּ' הַרְבֵּה הִכְעַסְתֶּם וְכוּ', כְּלוֹמַר הַלּאֹ עֲשִׂיתֶם אֶת הָ 

וְעִם כֹּל זֶה לאֹ עָשָׂה אֶתְכֶם כִּלְיָה מַעֲנִישׁ אֶת הָאָדָם  ,  יׇחֳרָם"  נִשְׂבַּע לַאֲבוֹת שֶׁאֵין כִּפְשֻׁטוֹ  שֶׁאֵין הקב"ה  דִּקְרָא לְפִי שֶׁכְּבָר 
,  מוּ כִּפְשׁוּטָןימָּה אַחֶרֶת כְּמוֹ שֶׁכְּתָב כָּאן רַשִׁ"י זַ"ל בְּפָרָשָׁה זוֹ. וְאִין הָכִי נָמֵי שֶׁגַּם אֵלָה הַקְּלָלוֹת לאֹ יִתְקַיְּ וּמַחֲלִיף זַרְעָם בְּא

 הֵן חֲמוּרוֹת ל־חֳלִי וְכׇל־מַכָּה" וְכוּ' כָּתוּב "יַעְלֵם ה' עָלֶי˃ עַד הִשָּׁמְדָ˂", וּמִזֶּה מוּכָח שָׁאַף אוֹתָן שֶׁלּאֹ נִכְתְּבוּשֶׁהָרֵי בַּפָּסוּק "גַּם כׇּ 
וְזֶה הוּא לְהֶפֵ˂ מִמַּה שֶׁהֱיִיתֶם סְבוּרִים שֶׁאֵינָן כָּל כָּ˂ חֲמוּרוֹת, אֶלָּא שֶׁמִּכָּל מָקוֹם   .הַרְבֵּה שֶׁהֲרֵי יֵשׁ בָּהֶן הַשְׁמָדָה חַס וְשָׁלוֹם

  .ם כִּפְשׁוּטוֹ, שֶׁהֲרֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל לאֹ יִכְרְתוּ מֵהֱיוֹת גּוֹי לְעוֹלָםיכְרָחִים אָנוּ לוֹמַר שֶׁ"עַד הִשָּׁמְדָ˂" אֵינוֹ דַּוְקָא וּבְוַדַּאי לאֹ יִתְקַיֵּ וּמ
 
Moses began to appease them: “You are standing today,” i.e., as Rashi explained, “you 

have frequently provoked the Omnipresent to anger, and yet He has not made an end to you, 
but you still continue in His presence,” as if to say, “didn’t you make the Golden Calf, about 
which is written, ‘Whoever sacrifices to a god other than the L-rd alone will be destroyed,’8 and 
with all this, He did not destroy you,” for the Omnipresent does not punish a person strictly 
according to the literal sense of Scripture, since He had already sworn to the forefathers that 
He would not exchange their offspring for another nation, as Rashi wrote here in this section. 

Likewise, it is also true that even these curses will not be fulfilled literally, for in the 
verse “also, every other disease and plague that are not mentioned in this book of Teaching,” it 
is written, “the L-rd will bring upon you, until you are wiped out,” and from this it is evident 
that even those not written are very severe, for they contain the potential for destruction, 
heaven forbid. This is the opposite of what you might have thought, that they are not so 
severe. Nevertheless, we must say that “until you are destroyed” is not literal, and certainly 
will not occur according to the plain sense, for Israel will never cease to exist as a people. 

 
אַתָּה לָמַד שֶׁתִּהְיוּ    אַתֶּם נִצָּבִים הַיּוֹם כֻּלְּכֶם לִפְנֵי ה' אֱ˄הֵיכֶם", כְּלוֹמַר לְעוֹלָם הקב"ה הָיָה וְיִהְיֶה אֱ˄הֵיכֶם וּמִכְּלָל זֶה"וְזֶהוּ  

   .מוּ מַמָּשׁ כִּפְשׁוּטָן שֶׁל דְּבָרִיםימִים, וְהַקְּלָלוֹת בֵּין אוֹתָן שֶׁנִּכְתְּבוּ בֵּין אוֹתָן שֶׁלּאֹ נִכְתְּבוּ לאֹ יִתְקַיְּ יאַתֶּם קַיָּ 
 
This is the answer to Question 3, which asked if perhaps He had not destroyed them 

previously because they had not yet entered the covenant, and these rebukes, which relate to the 

 
8 Ex. 22:19. 
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covenant, were not yet in effect. Rashi’s answer is that “You are standing today, all of you, before 
the L-rd your G-d,” is as if to say, the Holy One, Blessed be He, was and will always be your 
G-d. From this you learn that you yourselves will endure, and the curses, both those written 
and those not written, will not occur exactly according to the literal sense of the words. 

  
" וְכוּ' "כׇּל־הָאָלָה הַכְּתוּבָה    הָאָלָה הַזּאֹת וְהִתְבָּרֵ˂ בִּלְבָבוֹ" וְכוּ', "לאֹ־יאֹבֶה ה'  "וְהָיָה בְּשׇׁמְעוֹ אֶת־דִּבְרֵי   וְזֶהוּ שֶׁאָמַר הַכָּתוּב
מוּ כִּפְשׁוּטָן פֶּן יָבוֹא אָדָם ינָה הוֹאִיל שֶׁאָמַרְנוּ שֶׁאֵלֶּה הַקְּלָלוֹת לאֹ יִתְקַיְּ ואֶלָּא כָּ˂ הִיא הַכַּוָּ ,  אָרוֹתוֹשִׁיוֹת מְבוּבַּסֵּפֶר הַזֶּה", שֶׁהַקּ

וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי מוֹסִיף חֵטְא עַל פֶּשַׁע, אָז "לאֹ־יאֹבֶה ה' סְ˄חַ"  ,  וְיאֹמַר לאֹ יָבוֹאוּ כְּלָל רַק שָׁלוֹם יִהְיֶה לִי כְּפִתְרוֹן בַּר הֶדְיָא לְאַבָּיֵי
  . בָּה מַמָּשׁוּנוּ הַכְּתיוְזֶהוּ "אֶת־כׇּל־הַקְּלָלָה הַכְּתוּבָה" דְּהַיְ  וְכוּ' אֶלָּא יִשְׁלַח עָלָיו הַדְּבָרִים כִּפְשׁוּטָן מִדָּה כְּנֶגֶד מִדָּה,

 
This is what is meant by the verse[s], “and it come to pass, when he hears the words of 

this curse, that he bless himself in his heart, saying: ‘I shall have peace, though I walk in the 
stubbornness of my heart,’ . . . ; the L-rd will not be willing to pardon him . . .”9 

The difficulties are explained: the intention is that, since we said these curses will not 
occur literally, lest one come and say they will not occur at all, and all will be peaceful for 
me, such as the solution of Bar Haddaya to Abaye regarding his dream, and because of this, 
add sin to transgression. Therefore, it says, “the L-rd will not be willing to pardon him,” but 
rather will send the matters according to the principle of measure-for-measure punishment. 
This is the meaning of “all the curses written,”10 that is, those actually written literally. 

 
* * * 

 
9 Deut. 29:18–19. 
10 Deut. 29:26. 


