
 

 

  

Torah Talk with the Rabbi 
This week’s Torah portion, Ki Tavo, contains the longest number of verses listing 
all the terrible consequences that will fall upon the Jewish nation “if you don’t obey 
Adonai, your God, to faithfully observe all of God’s commandments and laws 
which I enjoin upon you this day, all these curses shall come upon you and take 
effect.” (Deuteronomy 28:15) 
 

This section is usually referred to as the Tokhekha, which means warning or 
admonition. 
When we read the Tokhekha during Shabbat morning services, you will notice a 
few things: it is said very fast, the reader uses a barely audible voice and it is 
usually read without any pauses or interruptions. 
 

This section is unusually long. The text goes on and on, with almost unbearable 
detail, into all the bad consequences that inappropriate behavior will bring upon 
us, including death. 
 

This brings us to the topic of punishment. As much as all these transgressions are 
mentioned here to deter the Jewish people from breaking the law once they are in 
the Promised Land, we need to understand that we have moved away from this 
practice that, I will argue, is based on a theology which portrays God as a God of 
punishment, among other qualities. Do you believe that God will punish you (up to 
the extreme of putting someone to death) if you do not what is ‘acceptable’ in 
God’s eyes; if you do not do the ‘right’ thing? 
 

Medieval commentators, such as Maimonides, rule the use of death penalty when 
the transgression might call for capital punishment. 



 

Bringing us up to the modern era, both the Reform and the Conservative 
Movements have formally opposed, through their Responsa, capital punishment. 
 

When it comes to punishment for not following the proper religious behavior, we 
do not have such a category in our belief system today. It comes down to our own 
convictions and to the personal choices that we make in our lives. 
 

Are there still Jews who live a life of mitzvot based on the fact that they are afraid 
of the punishment that will follow if they don’t; do we follow mitzvot and make our 
choices based on our fear of how God will punish us for our transgressions? 
 

As the month of Elul is coming to an end, with Selichot services at the conclusion 
of this Shabbat, and as we approach these High Holy Days, with Rosh Hashanah, 
the beginning of the year 5783 around the corner, we recognize that Teshuva, the 
repentance that might come out of this process of introspection, is not about 
actions that might be punishable by law. Teshuva does not work for those. 
Teshuva only works for moral transgressions and for behaviors that can and 
should be modified and rectified in order to make us better individuals in the year 
that is about to start. 
 

This is a heart wrenching and difficult process. This is a process that calls for 
repentance and for forgiveness; forgiveness to others and forgiveness to 
ourselves. 
 

At the end, we can look forward to the reward of coming out of this process with a 
‘new heart,’ and a commitment to be better in the future. 
 

Shabbat Shalom! 
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