
After a long, but far from comprehensive, list of the punishments that will befall the Jewish people should they fail to uphold the Covenant, Devarim 28:47-8 offers a somewhat more detailed explanation of the Jews’ failure, along with a rendering of the punishments as poetic justice.

Since you did not serve Hashem your G-d with joy and goodheartedness{,} as a result of having much (merov kol), therefore you will serve your enemy whom Hashem will send against you in famine, thirst, nakedness and lacking all (choser kol) . . .

Question

1) Is “as a result of having much” the reason we should have served Hashem with joy, or rather what prevented us from serving Him properly?  What does “much” refer to anyway?

Rashi seems to take the verse straightforwardly as meaning that we lose our material possessions as punishment for not serving Hashem properly while having them, while Ibn Ezra’s enigmatic comments seem to mean that it was not that we had much in the way of possessions, but rather that we had much desire for possessions, and this cupidity was our religious downfall.   He also seems to offer as an alternative that the abundance of our needs was the problem, but the connection to the next verse seems problematic for that option.  Metzudat David to Hoshea 4:16 seems to take the approach that the wealth caused our rebellion, comparing us to an overfed cow rejecting the yoke (see Devarim 28:49).  This is the standard traditional approach to Devarim 32:15.

Mekhilta deRabbi Yishmael and Zohar, however, believe that “much” refers to spiritual good.  Mekhilta claims that it refers to Torah specifically – since the knowledge of Torah did not lead to religious devotion, we will be condemned to a religion absent a solid intellectual basis.  While this is religiously compelling to me, it does not seem to fit with the actual history of Torah in exile, for all the recent return to popularity of the (Babylonian!) Talmudic statement that “the air of the Land of Israel makes one wise”.  Zohar claims that it refers to the Temple service, and particularly the Priestly Blessing and Levitical rites there.       

Question

2) Can we really be punished for serving Hashem without joy?

The easy answer is yes – if Hashem blesses us with great wealth, and this does not make us happy, we are ungrateful and culpable for that ingratitude.  Both Yosef Albo in the Sefer HaIkkarim, however, and Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik as cited by R. Jacob J. Schachter in the ArtScroll mourning siddur, prefer to distinguish between the transient emotion of joy and and an enduring joy which is the product of a global perspective.  For the Rav, as I understand it, this joy is a product of the recognition of Divine Providence, whereas for R. Albo it seems to be a joy that comes from a recognition that one is using one’s capabilities to their fullest for the best possible cause.

