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Thu 17 Dec 2020 / 2 Tevet 5781        B”H 
Dr Maurice M. Mizrahi   
Congregation Adat Reyim 
Torah discussion on Miketz 

 
The Evil Eye  

 

Introduction 
 
In this week's Torah portion, Miketz, we learn that there was an intense 
famine in the Land.  Jacob gathered his sons and charged them with the 
mission to go buy grain in Egypt, not knowing that his son Joseph was in 
charge of Egypt and had just rescued Egypt from a famine.  We read: 
 

ָמה ִתְתָרֽאּו׃ יו ָלֶׁ֖ אֶמר ַיֲעֹק֙ב ְלָבָנֹ֔ ֹֹּ֤ ִים ַוי ֶבר ְבִמְצָרָ֑ י ֶיׁש־ֶׁשֶׁ֖ ב ִכִּ֥  ַוַי ְַּ֣רא ַיֲעֹקֹ֔
When Jacob saw that there was grain being sold in Egypt, he said to his sons, 
“Why do you keep looking at one another?” [Gen. 42:1] 

 

What does this strange phrase mean? 
 
There are many interpretations: 
 
-Rashi and Ramban say it means: “What are you waiting for?  Why aren't 
you out already looking for food?”  But then, what’s the reason for informing 
us of that? 
 
-Sforno says it means: “Why are you looking at one another as if each one 
of you expects another of you to go buy the food? As our Sages said: ‘Too 
many cooks spoil the broth.’”  In other words, when more than one person 
is in charge, nobody is.  There is indeed a teaching there. 
 
-Perhaps it means that their condition was so dire that they felt numb and 
froze in place? 
 
-The Midrash says it means:  

Since you are strong and handsome, do not stand together in one place, lest the 
evil eye prevail over you. [Midrash Tanchuma, Miketz 8:1] 

In other words, I don’t want to lose all of you at once. 
 
-Along the same lines, the Talmud tells us it means:  
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Do not show yourselves, when you are satiated, before [the house of] Esau or 
[the house of] Ishmael, so that they not be jealous of you [considering they suffer 
from hunger. This teaches that one should not show he is full when others are 
hungry.] [Taanit 10b] 

In other words, do not show off your blessings to those who don’t enjoy the 
same.  This explanation became the dominant one (although it is not 
obvious from the text, which assumes Jacob’s clan was also suffering). 
 
The Shulchan Aruch codified it into law: 

If you go from a place where they are not fasting to a place where they are 
fasting, you should fast with them. If you forgot and eat and drink, you should not 
let yourself be seen. [Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Fasts 1:15; Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 

574:3] 

 

The Zohar goes so far as to say that even God is displeased when you 
flaunt your blessings. By provoking the envy of your neighbors, you also 
provoke Heavenly judgment. [Quoted in Shenei Luchot HaBerit, Torah Shebikhtav, Vayeshev, 

Miketz, Vayigash, Derekh Chayim, Miketz 5] 

This teaches that we must be sensitive and not flaunt what we have, if only 
for the sake of others who don’t have what we have.  Even though they 
should not be jealous, the pain they suffer when they see us is real. 
 

The evil eye in the Bible 
 

The rabbis of the Talmud maintained that the Evil Eye was involved in 
many biblical events: 
 
-Sarah cast an evil eye on Hagar while Hagar was pregnant, causing her to 
miscarry before becoming pregnant with Ishmael. [Genesis Rabbah 45:5]  

 
-The first set of tablets of the Law was given to the Jews openly, so the Evil 
Eye prevailed over them and they were smashed.  But the second set of 
tablets was given in secret, after God said to Moses: 

No one else shall come up with you, and no one else shall be seen anywhere on 
the mountain. [Ex. 34:3] 

As a result, they were not destroyed. [Midrash Tanchuma Ki Tisa 31] 

Rabbenu Bahya says: 
The power of the evil eye is so great that it can even interfere with miracles!  

 
-Leah “became subject to the power of the evil eye” because the Torah 
says she thanked God for having allowed her to bear a fourth son, and 
immediately after that it says “she stopped giving birth.” [Genesis 29:35] [Rabbenu 

Bahya on Gen. 30:38] 
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-The Book of Numbers says: 

And Balaam lifted up his eyes and saw Israel. [Num. 24:2] 

Rashi says it means he cast his evil eye on Israel, since God would not 
allow him to curse them as he wished. 
 
-Joshua advised those enjoying good fortune to live in a forest to avoid the 
evil eye: 

Joshua said to them: “If you are a great people, you should go up to the forest.” 
[Joshua 17:14–15].  

The Talmud explains that it means:  
Go and hide in the forest, so that the evil eye will not have dominion over you, 
since you are such a large number of people. [Sotah 36b] 

 
-King Saul was jealous of the future King David and gave him an evil eye: 

From that day on Saul kept a jealous eye on David. [1 Sam. 18:9] 

And it came to pass that David was successful in all his ways, and the Lord was 
with him. [1 Samuel 18:14] 

 
-Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah were thrown in a fiery furnace by the King 
of Babylon after they refused to bow before an idol.  But God saved them, 
so the King, impressed, promoted them to high office. [Daniel 3] The Talmud 
says they later died as a result of the evil eye: 

Where did these Sages go [after their miraculous deliverance?  They are not 
mentioned anymore.]  Rav said: They died as the result of the evil eye [cast by 
people who were jealous of their deliverance.] [Sanhedrin 93a] 

 

Mainline Jewish view of the “evil eye” 
 

The evil eye (ַעִין ָהַרע -- ayin hara’) is an entrenched belief in Judaism.  It is 
said to be an evil force generated by our evil inclination. The Talmud 
asserts flatly: 

Damage caused by looking is also damage.  [Bava Batra 2b]  
This implies that you can harm by mere thought.  Coveting is damaging 
even if no action results from it. 
 
-The Talmud also says: Don’t advertise your good fortune, because this will 
cause envy, which will cause harm to fall on you.  The Sage Rav was said 
to enter cemeteries and determine that 99% of the people buried there died 
prematurely because an evil eye was cast on them.  [Bava Metzia 107b, Pesachim 

50b]  

 



 4 

-However, other rabbis in the Talmud said this does not apply to Jews. 
[Berakhot 20a, 55b]   
For example, when a woman tried to cast a spell on Rabbi Hanina, he said:  

Try as you will, you will not succeed, for [the Torah says [Deut. 4:35]] “There is 
none beside God.” [Hullin 76b] 

In another story, Rabbi Yoḥanan boasted about his beauty: 
The Rabbis said to him: Do you not fear an evil eye?  He replied, I am of the 
seed of Joseph, against whom an evil eye is powerless. [Bava Metzia 84a] 

 
How to ward off the evil eye 
 
-The Talmud describes a ceremonial to ward off the evil eye: 

One who enters a city and fears the evil eye should hold the thumb of his right 
hand in his left hand and the thumb of his left hand in his right hand and recite 
the following: “I, so-and-so, son of so-and-so, come from the descendants of 
Joseph, over whom the evil eye has no dominion.” [Berakhot 55b] 

 
-Some Jews, when mentioning their good fortune, will add: b'li ayin hara, 
meaning “without an evil eye”, or kenahora, meaning “Let there be no evil 
eye” (Yiddish corruption of ken ayin hara).  The response used to be to spit 
three times; now it is to say “ptoo, ptoo, ptoo” as standards of decency 
change. 
 
-To ward off the evil eye, some Jews wear a blue pearl, or a khamsa (Hand 
of Fatma), or tie red strings around their wrists. In Israel, some women 
perform, for a fee, a ceremony called “Evil Eye Remover”. 
 
-Some believe that having daughters wards off the evil eye: 

Rabbi Hisda said: [If a] daughter [is born] first, it is a good sign for the children. 
[Why?] Some say it’s because she rears her brothers.  Others say it’s because 
the evil eye has no influence over her [because a girl is not the subject of envy]. 
...To me, however, daughters are dearer than sons. [Bava Batra 141a] 

 
-The Rambam hated every form of superstition with a passion, but 
nevertheless made allowances to set people's minds at ease: 

A person bitten by a scorpion or serpent may whisper a charm over the wound 
even on Shabbat, in order to settle his mind and to strengthen his heart. The 
thing is of no avail whatsoever, but, since he is in danger, he is permitted to do it, 
so he won't feel troubled. [Rambam, On Idolatry 2:11-12] 

 

You must not cast the evil eye yourself 
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-You must not cast the evil eye yourself.  The Mishna says: 
-Rabbi Yehoshua says: The evil eye, the evil inclination, and hatred of the 
creations remove a person from the world. [Avot 2:11] 

-An evil eye, a haughty spirit, and a proud soul, are the marks of the disciples of 
Balaam the Wicked. [Avot 5:19]  

 
-Even the Sages are not immune to casting the evil eye: 

Every thirty days, Rabbi Zeira would ignite an oven, climb in and sit inside it [to 
test his holiness], and the fire would not affect him [on account of his great Torah 
erudition]. One day, the Sages gave him the evil eye and his legs became singed 
in the fire. [Bava Metzia 85a] 

(Some have said that the story really means that you must examine 
yourself critically and regularly, and make corrections when necessary.) 
 
-Even family members can cast the evil eye: 

A father and his son should not have the same name for fear of the evil eye, 
even if they profess not to mind. [Kitzur Shulchan Arukh 23:13] 

 
-You can be a victim of the evil eye even if you appear blessed: 

One who sells canes or jars will never see blessing from them. Why? Because 
their size is large, so the evil eye dominates them. [People believe he sells more 
than he actually does.] [Pesachim 50b, Derekh Eretz Rabbah 11:8, Kallah Rabbati 10:16] 

 
-It may be nearly impossible to hide your blessings: 

A certain woman came before Rabbi Yoḥanan and told him that every time she 
came out of the mikvah, she would see blood before she had intercourse with her 
husband [so they couldn’t proceed].   
He said: Maybe the gossip and evil eye of the women in your city has reached 
you. [They are jealous of the love between you and your husband.] Go and 
immerse in the river and have intercourse with your husband on the bank of the 
river [so that other women will not see you coming out of the mikvah.] [Niddah 66a] 

 

-The Talmud even places restrictions on people on the assumption that 
they are certain to cast the evil eye: 

It is prohibited for a person to stand in someone else’s field and look at his crop 
while the grain is standing, because he casts an evil eye upon it and thereby 
causes him damage. [Bava Batra 2b] 

 

The good eye 
 
To counterbalance the evil eye, there is the “good eye” ( ןטֹוב ַעיִ   – tov ayin).  
It belongs to one who is satisfied with what he has and does not covet what 
others have.  The Mishna says: 
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Whoever possesses these three things is of the disciples of Abraham our Father: 
... a good eye, a humble spirit and a moderate appetite. [Avot 5:19] 

 
Should you seek people who have a “good eye” (for example, your parents 
or grandparents, who will rejoice at your good fortune and not envy it) so 
they may reinforce your blessings and perhaps invite more of the same?  I 
could not find such encouragement in the Sources -- only exhortations to 
avoid the evil eye. 
 

Scientific view 
 
The belief in the evil eye is that you can harm by mere thought.  Coveting is 
damaging even if no action results from it. How so?  Can mere thoughts 
harm?  Mind over matter? 
 
Controlled experiments in the laboratory have not verified any claims of 
obvious, direct “mind over matter” effects.   
 
But this does not mean these effects are not real.  There is the well-
documented “placebo effect”. The development of new drugs against 
diseases requires three groups of patients.  One is given nothing, a second 
is given the real experimental drug, and the third is given a placebo.  The 
last two groups don’t know who got what.  Frequently, people given a 
placebo get better on average than people who are given nothing.  To be 
accepted, the new drug has to show that it performs significantly better 
than a placebo.   
 

Practical consequences 
 

A lot of people will go well beyond the “evil eye” and translate their envy 
and jealousy into direct physical harm to others.  Antisemitism is a prime 
example.  Should Jews be extra-modest about their achievements on the 
grounds that they fuel antisemitism?  Not clear, since it would still be known 
they deserve the credit.  Hide them or give credit to others?  This is 
unrealistic.  The only solution is:  Be prepared to endure and fight the 
consequences of your good fortune. 
 

Conclusion 
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Belief in superstition is widespread and not backed by hard science.  
However, this does not mean there is absolutely nothing to it.  As the wag 
said, “I don’t believe in superstitious nonsense.  However, I am given to 
understand it works whether or not you believe in it.” 
 
Shabbat shalom. 


