
Parashat Nitzavim offers an account of  the establishment of what it describes as the second covenant between Hashem and the Jews, “aside from the covenant He made with them at Chorev” (28:69).  In the midst of the establishment, and recitation of the appropriate rewards and punishments for observance or nonobservance, we find a peculiar set of verses, 29:17-19, whose translation and logical flow is not readily apparent. 

Lest there be within you a man or woman, or family or tribe whose heart faces away today from being with Hashem our God lest there be within you root bearing gall and wormwood, and when he hears the words of this covenantal oath, he will bless himself (vehitbarekh) in his heart: “There will be peace for me ki (when? because? ) I follow my heart’s obstinacy (close quotes?) so that the slaked (ravah) will sfot et the thirsty (tsemeiah)”.  Hashem will not be willing to forgive him; rather, the anger and jealousy of Hashem will steam against that man, and all the curses of the covenant written in this book will apply thoroughly to him, and Hashem will erase his name from under the heavens. 

(Note that R. Kaplan’s The Living Torah provides a nice brief summary of translation options for sfot et.  Also, the 2000 study sheet, which is archived in the Tanach section of summerbeitmidrash.org, addresses the meaning of the phrase  “sfot horavah et hatsemeiah”.)

Questions

1) Why the peculiar construction “will bless himself”, rather than merely “say to himself”?

2) Why should a person think that he will have peace even if he fails to follow the covenant?

3) Why the shift from “man, woman, family or tribe” to “against that man”?

4) Why is Hashem so unwilling to forgive him?  Note the phrase “will not be willing to forgive him”, rather than merely “will not forgive him”.  Might it nor be better for him to sin quietly, following his heart, rather than declare his intentions publicly?

Meshekh Chokhmah suggests that the verse refers to someone who seeks to expose himself to temptation in order  to increase his reward.  (Sefer Chassidim records that a particular male had the custom of lying unclothed with his landlady each afternoon in order to increas his reward for chastity – his custom did not earn rabbinic approbation.)  Possibly, then, Hashem’s unwillingness to forgive sins that would otherwise be forgiveable is because these sins are in a sense self-caused, not merely self-willed; or because they stem from a distortion of religion into a mere search for reward; or because only advance notice of an intensification of punishment could dissuade someone with such a calculus from carrying out this wager on their own spiritual strength.


Abravanel suggests that the sin is intensified because the sinner avoids criticism by not speaking.  Sin is one thing, unwillingness to allow oneself to be dissuaded from sin another.  Abravanel seems to assume that in the marketplace of spiritual ideas, virtue wins unequivocally, and one need not fear that exposing doubts and temptations will cause others to doubt or be tempted.  I find this assumption questionable.


Netziv suggests that the sinner believes he will be at peace since he is from the start refusing the covenant.  He has the sinner follow a different calculus – as he plans to sin anyway, he is serving the community by not including himself among them and making them liable for his misdeeds, and serving both the community and himself by not adding covenenant-breaking to his transgressions.  Netziv assumes that the covenant only intensifies prohibitions that are already in place, either from Sinai or by some natural-law type reasoning.  He concludes that the sin of separating oneself from the community (I think only while remaining in their midst) is greater yet, and that in any case minorities are bound by the commitments of the majority (I think so long as they recognize themselves as being part of one community).

Shabbat Shalom!

