
Re’eh 

Deuteronomy 11:26-12:10 

Behold, I set before you today a blessing and a curse. 

27 The blessing, that you will heed the commandments of the Lord your 
God, which I command you today; 

28 and the curse, if you will not heed the commandments of the Lord your 
God, but turn away from the way I command you this day, to follow other 
gods, which you did not know. 

29 And it will be, when the Lord, your God, will bring you to the land to 
which you come, to possess it, that you shall place those blessing upon 
Mount Gerizim, and those cursing upon Mount Ebal. 

30 Are they not on the other side of the Jordan, way beyond, in the 
direction of the sunset, in the land of the Canaanites, who dwell in the 
plain, opposite Gilgal, near the plains of Moreh? 

31 For you are crossing the Jordan, to come to possess the land which the 
Lord, your God, is giving you, and you shall possess it and dwell in it. 

32 And you shall keep to perform all the statutes and ordinances that I am 
setting before you today. 

 

There are two messages that I derive from this portion, one is that we are 

given a choice and second, that the choice we are offered is more 

expansive than you might think. But before we discuss that, I want to look 

at the history of this portion. 

In the book of Deuteronomy, we hear Moses telling us all of the laws and 

commandments God has ordained at Sinai. I always wondered how the 

Israelites, only 4 or 6 weeks after having left Egypt, already had a complete 

set of laws, especially because, at the time, they were mostly illiterate.  

The fact is they didn’t. Deuteronomy was written down around 700 years 

after what ever happened in Egypt that we call the Exodus, either before 



or after the destruction of the first Temple in 586 BCE.  Deuteronomy is the 

2nd telling of the laws given at Mt. Sinai and is a modified or changed set 

of laws than are described in the first telling in Exodus, Leviticus and 

Numbers. It is important to understand that Deuteronomy was written by 

a different team of folks than the other four books of Moses where the 

laws given at Sinai were first described. This makes more sense because by 

this time the Israelites would have had a complete law code, and literacy 

was growing, especially in the priestly class. Some suggest that 

Deuteronomy was triggered by King Josiah who ruled from around 621 to 

609 BCE.  Josiah was a big reformer who reemphasized the laws and the 

necessity for making sacrifices only at the Temple in Jerusalem. Reform 

was necessary because the Israelites, now Canaanites had clearly turned 

away from Adonai and found other Gods or idols to worship. So the folks 

who wrote Deuteronomy wanted to restate the importance of giving 

loyalty to only the Israelite God, Adonai, hence the 2nd telling of the law. 

 

Now turning to the words of the Torah Portion, God offers the Israelite 

people a choice between receiving a blessing and a curse. It was 

conditional.  If they were to follow all of the rules and commandments 

provided, they would enjoy a land of milk and honey on the other side of 

the Jordan. If not, the curse. 

The important thing is that people are given a choice; although it is a 

choice between a blessing and a curse, it is still a choice. Free will is still 

operative. Our fate is determined by the actions we take, not 

predetermined by some unchanging rule. This is different from other faiths 

at the time where predestination, not your own actions or behavior, 

determined your fate. So the Israelites had a choice. Just as we do in our 



daily lives. We make hundreds of daily choices as to how we are going to 

lead our lives. We do not, like the Israelites, necessarily have to choose to 

which God we are going to give our loyalty but we do have to choose how 

we react to what is happening in our lives. We do get to choose to pursue, 

family, career, education, enrichment, a legal path, an ethical path or 

whatever. We have the freedom to make choices. Like all freedoms, that 

imposes responsibility on us to choose wisely and appropriately. 

I’d also like to talk about the variety of choices from which we can choose. 

In this case, God only offers two choices; blessing or curse. That is as the 

folks who wrote Deuteronomy saw it, you either gave your loyalty to 

Adonai and enjoyed the blessings that went with that or you chose the 

curse and the punishment God promises. But life is never that simple. 

There are always more choices than meet the eye. One obvious case is that 

we are Reform Jews and do not follow all of the rules and ordinances that 

are spelled out here. And yet we certainly seem to enjoy God’s blessing.  In 

life, we frequently are given choices which appear to be black and white, 

this or that, but in my experience, one always needs to seek out other 

alternatives. Frequently the question is how shall we divide the pie instead 

of asking how do we make the pie larger or more tasty or juicy for all. Our 

choices are almost always more than they appear. Regarding the issue of 

race, there are folks who feel that if one group gets a benefit, it means 

that they have to give something up. That life is a zero sum game and that 

if someone benefits, someone else has to loose.  Life in general is not like 

that. That is an erroneous and damaging perspective. There truly are win-

win situations but one sometimes needs to be creative to figure them out.  



Now we are faced with a pandemic which greatly reduces our physical 

contacts with family, friends and workmates. But we have choices, we can 

call our family, we can Zoom our family and business associates, we can 

find ways to increase our social contact to our friends, even if we can’t do 

it physically. Businesses are finding a myriad of ways to operate, given the 

restrictions placed upon them. Some businesses like Zoom have grown like 

crazy because of Covid 19. It isn’t clear that they planned it that way but 

they happened to be in the right place at the right time. They had earlier 

made a decision to provide a very easy to use video conferencing tool and 

their timing couldn’t have been better. So some folks have been faced with 

horrible choices during this pandemic. Others have found a ‘blessing” 

rather than a curse. 

 

To me what I get out of this portion is that we do have choices…..the 

ability to choose gives us enormous freedom and therefore responsibility 

to choose right. But the choices are not always simple or obvious. It 

sometimes takes a great deal of time and energy to explore what all the 

real choices are. Although we cannot choose the challenges to which we 

are confronted in life, we do have the ability to choose how we respond to 

them. We can make personal decisions to do that which is both efficacious 

and consistent with our moral values. We can choose whether or not to 

give God our loyalty.  We do have choices and those choices have 

consequences. It is refreshing to read this text, during this pandemic, to 

remind ourselves that we have choices.  But we do need to go and 

thoughtfully exercise them. 

Shabbat Shalom 


