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Chapter LI: Nitzavim (Deut. 29:9—30:20)

Essay 1. The curses need not be taken literally
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“You are standing today, all of you, before the L-rd your G-d.”! 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.”?
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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
! Deut. 29:9.
2 Rashi on Deut. 29:12.




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?
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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.”* These are two
curses, i.¢., “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.
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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.”* 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.
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Rather, the reason is that Jacob was uncertain in understanding the verse “Cursed be
he who misleads a blind person,”® 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.



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.
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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.
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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,”®
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.”” 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

® Deut. 28:31.

" 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).



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.”
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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,’® 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.
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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.



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.
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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 . . .”’

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,”'? that is, those actually written literally.

 Deut. 29:18-19.
10 Deut. 29:26.



