Lesson 11 - Perek 4:25-40 — Tish’a Be’ab Reading

Background: In this last section of Moshe’s first speech, Moshe uses two different
tactics to encourage Bnei Yisrael to follow Hashem. He starts with a warning of the
punishment that will come about if Bnei Yisrael anger Hashem. But, Moshe then ends on
a positive note by pointing out all the great acts Hashem has done for Bnei Yisrael out of
his love for them which should inspire Bnei Yisrael to follow the Mizvot.

Objective: To find structure of this section, capture the central message based on the
structure, and appreciate why we read this portion on Tish’a Be’ab.

Activity:

A. For an advanced class, ask them to read through 4:25-40, break it down into sections,
label each section, and present the results in an outline form. For a class with less
experience preparing outlines, have them complete the table in the worksheet.

Tish’a Be’ab Reading

Read through the end of Moshe’s first speech 4:25-40. As you read fill in the table below
to find the structure of this section.

Contents Pesukim, Perek 4
Negative Warning - Sin 25-
Punishment
Repentance
Positive Inspiration -40

What is the central message of the Negative Warning part? (Is it really so negative after
all?)

What is the central message of the Positive Inspiration part?

Why do you think this section was chosen as the morning Torah reading for Tish’a
Be’ab?

Here is the source from the Gemara for our custom to read these pesukim on Tish’a
Be’ab. Notice that the Tannaim had different opinions about what to read and it was only
during the time of the Abaye, the Amora, that our custom became accepted.
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Look up the pesukim suggested by the Tannaim for the Torah reading and look at their
contexts. Does the portion that we read contain the same message just in different words
or is it a fundamentally different message? How does this background help you
understand why this section way chosen?

Rambam codified this custom for all generations:
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Summary Qutline of Tish’a Be’ab Reading

Negative Warning .1
Sin .a
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The central message of the Negative Warning section is that there is always hope.
Even when Bnei Yisrael are in the depths of despair, exiled from their land, oppressed by
the nations, we can be assured that Hashem remembers the covenant and will save us if
only we seek Him out. This section does not dwell on the punishments but rather on the
positive message that we can always repent.

The central message of the next section is to remind Bnei Yisrael of the great
miracles that Hashem did for them. This should inspire them to want to follow His
mitzvot. The overall message of the entire reading can be summarized as follows: Don’t
despair when things are bad. Think about how Hashem saved our nation during hard
times in the past. Repent and trust that things will get better.

It seems that the Rabbis chose this as the reading for Tish’a Be’ab because they
did not want us to dwell only on the negative. Thinking only of our past suffering can
lead to depression and a desire to just give up. Rather, the Rabbis wanted to give the
nation hope that they should still stick to the Torah and look forward to better times.

This is confirmed by analyzing the Gemara that provides the source for our
custom. The other opinions in the Baraita suggest readings which focus on the negative.
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Leviticus 26:14-41 is a horrific list of punishments that can make the reader cringe. Only
the very end, 42-45, offers a glimpse of hope. The major focus there is to instill fear of
punishment, whereas the focus of our reading is to provide hope. Numbers 14 is about the
punishment Bnei Yisrael receives after the sin of the spies. The first opinion suggests
reading the pesukim where Hashem wishes to wipe out the entire nation except Moshe.
The second opinion suggests reading the compromise punishment that the entire
generation will die in the desert. Once again these suggestions focus on the fearful
punishments as opposed to our custom which offers hope and ends with positive
inspiration.
Add to this that Tish’a Be’ab is considered a holiday and we don’t say Tahanun:
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B. Point out other pesukim that are part of the prayers. Pesukim 35 and 44 are also part of
the prayers. Sepharadim sing them when taking out the Sefer Torah on Shabbat. Pasuk 39
is at the end of ‘alenu.

C. The placement of pasuk 28 in the punishment section, even though it looks like it is
part of the sin, has generated many creative solutions by the Rishonim. See Nehama
Leibowitz, Vaethanan 2, for an explication of Abarbanel’s explanation and its
implications.
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Pasuk 28

Pasuk 28 looks like it is part of the sin. However, if it is part of the sin, why is placed|
after the punishment in 26-27 and not before it?

Many Rishonim have dealt with this questions and their answers are very interesting.
They all use the same strategy which is to explain that this pasuk is actually part of the
punishment.
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There you will serve gods — [The proper explanation is] like the translation [of Onkelos].
Since you are serving their [the idols’] worshipers, it is as if you are worshiping them [the
idols].
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There you will serve gods — Since you are serving their worshipers it is as if you are
worshipping them” — these are words of Rashi. But I have already explained its secret
that one who dwells outside of Israel it is as if he worships idolatry.

3. Abarbanel

|As a result of their terrible sufferings, many Jews (so Holy Writ foretells) will be brought
to forced conversion, worshipping idols but knowing full well that they are made of wood
and stone. Their idolatry will be committed just to escape death... It is not mentioned|
here as a part of their sin but as the punishment for their misdeeds. This would constitute
the climax of their sufferings — to be inwardly aware of the true faith and have to pay lip
service to idols...

The phrase “from thence (awn) you will seek” goes back to the previous statement: “And
there (a¥) you shall serve gods.” While in that situation of worshipping other gods, in the
midst of those sufferings and persecution, you shall seek the Lord and still remain loyal
to Him. He reassured them that they would find Him: “if they would seek Him with all
their heart and soul”. How appropriate is that phrase: “With all you heart and soul!”
Those Marranos (forced apostates) are unable to practice the observances of Judaism,
Indeed their seeking of God can be in their hearts and souls alone!

Exercise: For each of these three Rishinim, try to summarize in one sentence how each
deals with seeming misplacement of pasuk 28.
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This pasuk presents idolators as believing that the idols themselves are gods and

makes fun of such a view. Indeed, it is difficult for us to imagine how anyone could
believe such an absurdity. It seems that at least the more educated idolaters thought the
gods had a separate existence but that their spirit dwelt in the idols. The masses, however,
lost sight of the distinction between the deity and the statue. See JPS Commentary and
Encyclopedia Judaica, “Idolatry”, for more details on the character of idolatry in the

Ancient Near East.

This marks the end of Moshe’s first speech. This is a good time to stop and review.

Project: Students should prepare a review sheet of all sections and how they fit into the

general message of the first speech
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