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This is a double portion in the Torah. B’har begins when the Eternal One, God, spoke to Moses on Mount Sinai and tells 
him to say the following to the Israelite people: When you enter the land that I assign to you, the land shall observe a 
Sabbath of the Eternal (Leviticus 25:1-2). The portion continues with a discussion of the need for letting the fields lay 
unattended every seven years to give the fields rest and allow gleaners to take needed food. This is called the Sh’mittah 
year. And this portion also speaks of the Jubilee year (Yovel). Every 49 years the fields must be left unattended. It is 
important for the land to be untouched for a period of two years. Landowners were allowed to eat the food on their 
land but their properties had to be returned to their original owners. In so doing, all people would have equal 
opportunity to prosper. This was an insightful attempt to stop a two-class system, one of rich landowners and one of 
servants. Also at this time, slaves must be freed. While we see ourselves as proud property owners, we forget that God 
owns the lands we occupy. We are God’s tenants. We rent from God.   
 
B’hukkotai, the name of this Torah portion, means by my decrees. I am puzzled here about God’s dreadful, frightening, 
super dire list of inhumane curses which God will render upon the Israelites if they don’t follow God’s commandments. 
This is a theme throughout Torah, blessings for following God’s commandments, curses for disobedience. In my opinion, 
however, none are as dire as these curses listed in B’hukkotai. The worst curse imaginable is God eating the flesh of your 
sons and daughters. Could anything possibly be worse? Did God have such a strong belief that without such cruel and 
harsh consequences the Israelites were unlikely to follow his commandments? Did God have such little faith in the 
Israelites to follow these commandments that it was necessary to use fear on steroids to manage their behavior? 
 
Richard Elliott Friedman, in his Commentary on the Torah responds to these issues: 
 
The God of the Hebrew Bible is not the “Old Testament God of Wrath,” but rather a deity who is torn between mercy 
and justice, between affection for humankind and regret over the continuous conflict with them. The curses are a sad 
outcome of a certain kind of human behavior. But, then, the blessings are the outcome of the other kind. (P. 411). 
 
Following Friedman’s thinking, God is in constant turmoil and struggles between being merciful to the Israelite people 
and also at the same time requiring them to do what God commands.  
The only way God kept people from doing evil was to deliver curses so frightful that their behavior had to result in 
behavior worthy of God’s blessings.  
 
This is a primitive way of controlling bad behavior. God had not read a book on behavioral psychology and God also 
lacked sophisticated knowledge of interpersonal skills. But God had a strong sense of right and wrong and had clear 
expectations for the Israelites.  
 
There is a link between ancestral blessings and curses and contemporary ways we often manage our children’s behavior 
using rewards and punishments. A parent of a teen-ager might say, If you don’t clean your room, you will not have the 
car for tonight. From a teen-ager’s point of view, not having a car is a curse. Parents may pray that their teen will be safe 
and ask for God’s blessing. 
 
In this portion there is a reiteration of the covenantal relationship between God and the Israelites:  
I shall be God to you, and you will be a people to me. Friedman suggests that this is like a marital relationship (p.409). 
 
Despite all the curses and despite bad behavior, God still loves the Israelites and will be there for them. It is a reminder 
of the unconditional love modern day parents have for their children. 
 
Shabbat Shalom 


