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Parshat Eikev
The Unique Power of a Bracha
Simon Wolf

This week’s Parsha contains within it what
according to many Rishonim is the only Beracha
(blessing) mandated by the Torah. In a verse that
is quoted in Birkat HaMazon, the Torah enjoins,
“and you shall eat, and you shall be satisfied and
you shall bless the Lord your God for the good

land which He has given you ( 12721 Nyl 7o

T

277 M) WK N YRR~ K wienx).”! In the
Mishna,? Rabban Gamliel and the Chachamim
disagree as to the antecedent of this Pasuk.
According to Rabban Gamliel, the juxtaposition of
the seven species that the Land of lIsrael is
blessed with (jamn nyaw)® and the mention of
Lechem (bread)* in the verses preceding this
precept qualifies the nature of the sustenance that
requires one to bless God for the bounty they
have savored. On the other hand, the
Chachamim believe that only Lechem (bread)®
obligates one to recite Birkat HaMazon since it is
the fare that is mentioned most adjacent to the
injunction to bless God. The normative practice
is in accordance with the position of the
Chachamim. The simple understanding of the
disagreement between Rabban Gamliel and the
Chachamim is that it fundamentally revolves
around the scope of those items that are included
in this Torah directive to bless God with Birkat
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HaMazon (Lechem vs. Lechem and Shivat
HaMinim). There are quite a number of
Rishonim® that suggest that the Chachamim only
disagree with Rabban Gamliel as to what is the
proper text of the Beracha after consuming the
Shivat HaMinim, though they agree that it is a
Torah prescribed obligation. Therefore,
according to those Rishonim, the summary
version of Birkat HaMazon (¥7w |'vn n>11), which
is known colloquially as Al HaMichya (n'nnn 7y),
according to the Chachamim is also a Torah
ordained blessing. The Shulchan Aruch’ does not
follow these opinions, but rather subscribes to the
Rambam’s® view that only Birkat HaMazon is
subsumed in the Torah’s directive. Though, the
Mishna Berura suggests that given the plethora of
Rishonim that believe that the Shivat Haminim
require an after-blessing from the Torah, one
should be scrupulous and take their position into
consideration.® One of the key normative
distinctions as to whether a Beracha is Torah
prescribed or only Rabbinically ordained is if one
must repeat the blessing when they are in doubt
as to whether they have fulfilled their obligation.™
This is based on the dictum'' that with regards to
an uncertainty surrounding a Rabbinic law, one
opts for leniency and therefore would not repeat
the blessing, whereas in a situation of a doubt vis-
a-vis a Torah statute, one chooses the more
stringent path and therefore they would recite the
Beracha again.'? Returning to the source of this
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obligation to bless God, why does the Torah
preface that one needs to be satisfied before
they bless God?

The Gemara in a number of places seems to
imply that Birkat HaTorah (nnimn ndMa), the
blessing recited before learning Torah, is also a
Torah mandated blessing.’® The Rif and the
Rosh do not quote these Gemarot in their
Halachic compendiums and the Rambam also
does not cite this Beracha in his Sefer HaMitzvot,
implying that they all believe that this blessing is
only mandated Rabbinically. The Shulchan Aruch
seems to follow this view.'* On the other hand,
the Ramban,’ the Sefer HaChinuch,’® the
Rashba'” and many other Rishonim and
Achronim believe that Birkat HaTorah are Torah
prescribed blessings. The Mishna Berura once
again here favors heavily those that believe that it
is a Torah law though he is wary of completely
dismissing the alternate view.®

The Sefer HaChinuch speculates as to why it is
that the Torah requires a Beracha before
engaging in Torah study whereas it only requires
a blessing over sustenance once it has been
consumed. He suggests that when it comes to
physical pleasures, the animalistic side of the
human being can only be truly grateful after they
have undergone the sensory experience. In
contradistinction, Torah study which is a pursuit of
the intellect and of the heart, a transcendental
experience, there the individual can realize the
need for gratitude even before engaging in the
activity.  This helps to explain why Birkat
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HaMazon is required after one eats, but still does
not fully explain why only if one is satisfied are
they obligated to bless God.®

No matter what blessings you believe are Torah
ordained, Chazal saw these Torah blessings as a
paradigm to be extended to a much broader range
of instances and activities.?® They instituted
Berachot before and after one has experienced
any pleasure or gratification, as well as numerous
blessings of thanksgiving to and praise of God.

In the beginning of this week’s Parsha, Moshe
discusses the success of the travails of traveling
through desert in creating a bond between the
people and God. God afflicted Bnei Yisrael and
tested their resolve in order to ensure that they
understood that adherence to the will of God is
their primary objective and the only mechanism
that will guarantee them a favorable and
rewarding future.?’ The Maan was particularly
instrumental in forging this relationship. Bnei
Yisrael's daily dependence on God for
sustenance inculcated them  with an
understanding that man “does not live solely on
bread, but rather by the word of God.”?? God
created a very simple connection between the
people’s behavior and the beneficence that He
showed them. When they acted properly,
everything went smoothly and when they deviated
from God’s expectations, they were faced with
adversity. Moshe then indicates that the same
quid pro quo will exist when they enter the Land
of Israel. Similar to the way God provided their
material needs in the desert, God will have the
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land give forth its bounty to furnish them with their
necessities and desires. Of course, Eretz Yisrael
will only flourish and sustain the people if they
continue to cling to God and follow His directives.
Later in the Parsha, Moshe explicitly connects the
material success of the people to their behavior in
the Parshia that is read twice a day in the daily
prayers, V'Haya Im Sha’'mo’a (vnw ox o).
There Moshe tells the people that the vital rainfall
needed for sustenance and survival in Eretz
Yisrael will be dependent on their fidelity in
following the laws of God. If they comply, the rain
will be timely, the crops abundant and they will
enjoy the material successes of the land. On the
other hand, if they, 1"n, do not obey the word of
God, the precipitation will cease and they will be
overrun by their enemies and exiled from the land.

The connection between the Maan mentioned by
Moshe in the beginning of the Parsha and the rain
mentioned at the end of the Parsha is reinforced
by the fact that in Parshat B’Shalach when Bnei
Yisrael are granted the Maan in the desert it uses
the verb Matar (hun) to describes God’s “raining
bread” from the heavens to provide for Bnei
Yisrael.?® It is similar to the description of the
Land of Israel in this week’s Parsha whereby God
is always looking after the needs of the land which
is sustained by the heavenly rains ( o'pwn N7
D' TNRYR).*

Despite the parallels, there is a key difference
between the Maan in the desert and the rainfall in
Eretz Yisrael. The providing of the Maan was
daily whereas the rainfall is seasonal. Living in
the desert in the presence of God meant that the
behavioral ramifications were nearly immediate.
The link between one’s conduct and the resultant
outcome were prompt and obvious. In Eretz
Yisrael, there is a delay between the
repercussions and one’s defiance or failure to
adhere to God’s instructions. This presents a new
challenge that Bnei Yisrael had not faced until
now in the desert. Moshe is acutely aware of this
possible tribulation and he therefore informs the
people of this potential obstacle. He warns them,
“Lest you forget the Lord your God and fail to keep
His commandments...when you have eaten and
become satisfied and you dwell in fine houses that
you have built. Your herds and flocks have
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multiplied, your silver and gold have increased,
and everything you own has prospered. And then
your heart will grow haughty and will forget God,
your Lord, who freed you from the bondage of
Egypt...(who did all these wonderful things for you
in the desert)...who fed you Maan in the
desert...and you will say to yourself, my own
power and strength has created this wealth for me
(M0 7!nDTNK 7 Ny T DYy N).7

Moshe notes in this warning that there exists a
significant problem in that there is an inverse
correlation between religious adherence and
material success. The verse in Ha’a’zinu states,
“So Yeshurun grew fat and kicked away, you grew
fat, large and expansive; He forsook the God who
made him and spurned the Rock of his support.”?6
As Karl Marx famously said, “...Religion is,
indeed, the self-consciousness and self-esteem
of man who has either not yet won through to
himself, or has already lost himself
again...Religion is the sigh of the oppressed
creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the
soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the
people.”?” The more successful and self-reliant
an individual is, the more likely they are to
attribute that achievement to their own
capabilities, resourcefulness and ingenuity. Man
is created in the image of God and as he becomes
more successful, he is apt to fancy himself as a
God rather than a beneficiary of God’'s
benevolence. He conflates himself with God
rather than acknowledging the munificence that
God has showered upon him. As Moshe points
out, it is the material success and luxuriating in the
cornucopia of wealth that inevitably leads to a
forsaking of God. The satiation and satisfaction
(nyraw) engender a false sense of smugness and
security that stunts one’s ability to see beyond
themselves. It causes one to look down upon
those less fortunate and unable to look upwards
to the godly Grantor. This challenge causes
Eliyahu to explain the verse in Yishayahu, “| have
refined you, not as silver, | chose for you the
crucible of affliction,”?® that when God searched
for the best endowments for Bnei Yisrael, he
found none better than poverty.?® That is a very
dour assessment as to the best solution for this
challenge. So, while poverty ensures better
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compliance with the God’s wil, God would
considerably prefer that Bnei Yisrael comply with
his Torah out of success because that would
make them much more effective emissaries of
God’s way in the world (n'1a7 "Ix).

The solution to this problem Moshe maintains is
that one must always “remember that it is God,
your Lord, that enables you to have the strength
by which to make this wealth ( 377 z17'"nx 2127
210 NiwyY? Ny 37 Iman xin 12)."%0 It is not a matter of
platitudes, saying the right thing, or performance,
doing the right thing, but it is an all-encompassing
attitude that permeates the essence of the
individual. It is evident in the humility by which
they present themselves, in the way they treat
others and in the scrupulousness by which they
adhere to the laws of the Torah. The will of God,
not the individual, is foremost in every decision.
While this is a beautiful concept, how does one
practically engender this proper attitude or set this
moral compass?

In between the portrayal of the material bounty of
the Land of Israel and the description of the risks
entailed in that wealth sits a pivotal verse that is
the secret antidote to the formidable perils of
wealth. In the Pesukim, two verbs are followed by
a third verb that is key to understanding how to
combat the negative effects of material success.
One Pasuk begins, “when you will eat and be
satisfied...and your heart will grow haughty...
(222Y% pon..nvawl INR9).%"  Yet just prior to
that there is an alternate version of the same
scenario, “and you will eat, and you will be
satisfied, and you will bless the Lord your God
for the good land which He has given you ( n'7axI

K NN YIRDTW IR PLETTIR PO NYAYI

£ CEx A, NI 20 I-R1 A =291

77 1M). The parallel language and juxtaposition
of these verses indicates that the Torah sees
Birkat HaMazon as being the crucial counterforce
in combating the negative attitudes spawned by
material success.

This insight can also more fully address the
question posed by the Sefer HaChinuch, “Why did
the Torah prescribe that one bless God only after
one has eaten?” At the moment of highest risk
(mvaw)), the Torah enjoins one to look outside of
themselves, to shake their smugness and turn to
God wholeheartedly and say thank you. It is not
just gratitude for the food one consumed, but for
the great land that God provided to facilitate one’s
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success (177101 WX N2 YIxn~w). It is not just
an acknowledgement of the discrete pleasure one
has just experienced, but a greater recognition of
the tools and the means that God granted the
individual to create the bounty they are enjoying.
Using this paradigm, Chazal extrapolated this
concept when they extended the necessity for
blessings to not only after one has experienced
pleasure and contentment, but also to before they
engage in enjoyable experiences. The Gemara
states that it is only logical that one bless God
before they partake of worldly pleasures since
anyone who benefits from this world without a
Beracha is as if they have misappropriated that
which God has provided them, or, in other words,
it is as if they have stolen from God.3? This is most
evident in the Beracha recited before one eats
bread which thanks God for “taking bread out of
the land (yaxn m on%7 x'xmmn).” The wheat is God’s
creation, but the processing of the wheat to
produce bread is largely the result of man-made
toil. Yet, we still credit God with producing the
bread from the land (7'n niwy? N3 37 N0 NN D).
A Beracha beforehand prompts one to recognize
that everything belongs to God and fosters the
acknowledgment that the enjoyment of the
upcoming benefit is all a blessing from God and
not solely a celebration of personal achievement.
Similarly, blessings of thanksgiving for mundane
activities (W¥* "wx) and the passage of time
(n"nnw) when reflected upon properly and said
with true gratitude engender a realization and
nurture a sense of appreciation for all the gifts that
God bestows upon each individual.

This week’s parsha reminds us to count our
blessings and to be more meticulous and
conscientious in our making of Berachot because
it helps orient the person towards recognition of
God’'s central role in the successes or
achievements that they have attained (|nin x4 12
7'n niwy? nd 7). That acknowledgement helps
inoculate the person against the perils of
haughtiness and the temptation to reject
compliance with God’s will even when they are
blessed with material success and that is the
power of a Beracha.

Shabbat Shalom
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