
B'hukotai / Rabbi Elisha Wolfin 

  

Parashat B'hukotai is the last parasha in the book of Leviticus.  We are about to leave 

Mount Sinai.  Next week there will be a census taken before resuming the long 

journey ahead.  In the coming weeks the encampment and the tabernacle will be 

dismantled prior to departure.  Therefore, the words heard this week are the last 

spoken at Mount Sinai.  From this point until the end of the Torah (if it, indeed, ends) 

all divine words are spoken between God and Moses in the Tent of Meeting. 

  

This is a good juncture at which to summarize the commandments thus far, and the 

summary is phrased as conditional: if you keep my statutes and my laws things will 

go well with you.  If you do not, things will be very, very bad. 

  

While reading the following quote from Leviticus 26, notice how short the blessings 

are, compared to the list of curses.  Notice, too, that the ultimate punishment is 

banishment, exile.  Why is this?  The answer given is a very curious one: because we 

refused to release our lands during the Shmitta year.  Only if we are exiled from our 

land can Shmitta take place.  Most importantly, notice two words which appear 

repeatedly in the text, because they are the key to understanding it: 

3 

 If ye walk in My statutes, and keep My commandments, and do them; 

4 

then I will give your rains in their season, and the land shall yield her 

produce, and the trees of the field shall yield their fruit. 

5 

And your threshing shall reach unto the vintage, and the vintage shall reach 

unto the sowing time; and ye shall eat your bread until ye have enough, and 

dwell in your land safely. 

6 

And I will give peace in the land, and ye shall lie down, and none shall make 

you afraid; and I will cause evil beasts to cease out of the land, neither shall 

the sword go through your land. 

7 

And ye shall chase your enemies, and they shall fall before you by the sword. 

8 

And five of you shall chase a hundred, and a hundred of you shall chase ten 

thousand; and your enemies shall fall before you by the sword. 

9 

And I will have respect unto you, and make you fruitful, and multiply you; and 

will establish My covenant with you. 

10 

And ye shall eat old store long kept, and ye shall bring forth the old from 

before the new. 

11 

And I will set My tabernacle among you, and My soul shall not abhor you. 

12 

And I will walk among you, and will be your G-d, and ye shall be My people. 

13 

I am HaShem your G-d, who brought you forth out of the land of Egypt, that 
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ye should not be their bondmen; and I have broken the bars of your yoke, and 

made you go upright. 

14 

But if ye will not hearken unto Me, and will not do all these commandments; 

15 

and if ye shall reject My statutes, and if your soul abhor Mine ordinances, so 

that ye will not do all My commandments, but break My covenant; 

16 

I also will do this unto you: I will appoint terror over you, even consumption 

and fever, that shall make the eyes to fail, and the soul to languish; and ye 

shall sow your seed in vain, for your enemies shall eat it. 

17 

And I will set My face against you, and ye shall be smitten before your 

enemies; they that hate you shall rule over you; and ye shall flee when none 

pursueth you. 

18 

And if ye will not yet for these things hearken unto Me, then I will chastise you 

seven times more for your sins. 

19 

And I will break the pride of your power; and I will make your heaven as iron, 

and your earth as brass. 

20 

And your strength shall be spent in vain; for your land shall not yield her 

produce, neither shall the trees of the land yield their fruit. 

21 

And if ye walk contrary (keri) unto Me, and will not hearken unto Me; I will 

bring seven times more plagues upon you according to your sins. 

22 

And I will send the beast of the field among you, which shall rob you of your 

children, and destroy your cattle, and make you few in number; and your ways 

shall become desolate. 

23 

And if in spite of these things ye will not be corrected unto Me, but will walk 

contrary unto Me; 

24 

then will I also walk contrary (keri) unto you; and I will smite you, even I, 

seven times for your sins. 

25 

And I will bring a sword upon you, that shall execute the vengeance of the 

covenant; and ye shall be gathered together within your cities; and I will send 

the pestilence among you; and ye shall be delivered into the hand of the 

enemy. 

26 

When I break your staff of bread, ten women shall bake your bread in one 

oven, and they shall deliver your bread again by weight; and ye shall eat, and 

not be satisfied. 

27 

And if ye will not for all this hearken unto Me, but walk contrary unto Me; 

28 
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then I will walk contrary (keri) unto you in fury; and I also will chastise you 

seven times for your sins. 

29 

And ye shall eat the flesh of your sons, and the flesh of your daughters shall ye 

eat. 

30 

And I will destroy your high places, and cut down your sun-pillars, and cast 

your carcasses upon the carcasses of your idols; and My soul shall abhor you. 

31 

And I will make your cities a waste, and will bring your sanctuaries unto 

desolation, and I will not smell the savor of your sweet odors. 

32 

And I will bring the land into desolation; and your enemies that dwell therein 

shall be astonished at it. 

33 

And you will I scatter among the nations, and I will draw out the sword after 

you; and your land shall be a desolation, and your cities shall be a waste. 

34 

Then shall the land be paid her sabbaths, as long as it lieth desolate, and ye 

are in your enemies' land; even then shall the land rest, and repay her 

sabbaths. 

35 

As long as it lieth desolate it shall have rest; even the rest which it had not in 

your sabbaths, when ye dwelt upon it. 

36 

And as for them that are left of you, I will send a faintness into their heart in 

the lands of their enemies; and the sound of a driven leaf shall chase them; 

and they shall flee, as one fleeth from the sword; and they shall fall when none 

pursueth. 

37 

And they shall stumble one upon another, as it were before the sword, when 

none pursueth; and ye shall have no power to stand before your enemies. 

38 

And ye shall perish among the nations, and the land of your enemies shall eat 

you up. 

39 

And they that are left of you shall pine away in their iniquity in your enemies' 

lands; and also in the iniquities of their fathers shall they pine away with 

them. 

40 

And they shall confess their iniquity, and the iniquity of their fathers, in their 

treachery which they committed against Me, and also that they have 

walked contrary (keri) unto Me. 

41 

I also will walk contrary (keri) unto them, and bring them into the land of 

their enemies; if then perchance their uncircumcised heart be humbled, and 

they then be paid the punishment of their iniquity; 

  

These lines are very harsh! 
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Several questions arise immediately: 
  

1. Is this really so?  How, then can we explain why bad things happen to good 
people? 

  
2. Even if we overcome this serious theological question and try to be "good", 
how do we know which commandments to keep, exactly?  Thefamous 613 
had not yet been identified, and to this day the list is not decisive.  Do we 
keep only "Love thy neighbor" or perhaps the 10 commandments?  Maybe the 
reference is actually to the shmitta laws, as they seem to be a very central 
theme in this Parsha.  It's hard to "be good" if you don't know what is 
expected of you. 
  

3. Even if we do agree on one of the more familiar, known lists, how do we 
explain and deal with the majority of Jews who do not adhere to any of them, 
at least not in the literal sense? Is their lot worse than those who follow the 
Jewish laws and practices? 

  

4. Most importantly, what is the word "kery"? In the English translation "kery" 
is translated as "contrary", and it appears 7 times in the parasha!  Its 
frequency must be significant to understanding what is being asked of us. 
  
Rashi says "kery" means "inconsistently".  Rambam agrees that it comes from 
the root meaning "by chance", but adds, that if misfortune is accepted as 
being the natural way of the world and therefore not railed against through 
prayer and beseeching, then there is no impetus to improve one's ways, and 
things will not change.  
  
With this understanding, we may read the passage as a warning, that one 
should not view reality as a string of random events. OK… But if they are not 
random, what are they?  The opposite of random might 
be thenecessary and intentional sequence of actions and consequences –
 eachaction has known consequences, and in turn, 
each consequence thenbecomes an action and the impetus for the next 
consequence.  Philosophers call this process Determinism.  If you drop a 
stone from a high tower, for example, it has to fall down at a certain speed 
and time.  Determinism creates a feeling of control, because one may predict 
what will happen. 
  
But if Determinism is the opposite randomness, it leaves no room for free 
choice - everything is determined by scientific formula.  The transgressor will 
be justified in saying "it's not my fault - I was born this way", or "this is the way 
I was raised."  With this system there is no reason to seek forgiveness, to 
search one's soul and to pray. 
  
This parasha teaches us that we do indeed have power.  We have the 
enormous power of free choice - we have the ability to beseech, to pray, to 
ask.  If one recognizes the existence of a directing force, a force which hears 



one's inner desires and cares about them, then this is the force to which we 
can turn and create change.  If one does not recognize such a force, and 
considers all occurrences to be purely random, or if one recognizes a force 
but believes it to be uncaring (like the forces of nature, for instance) - then 
there is no value to our efforts.  Everything follows the laws of nature, or else 
a random occurrence will take place regardless of what we do. 
  
By this logic, the word "kery" means one of two things: the belief that all is 
random, or that while not random, still un-effected by our efforts or 
prayers.  The other words highlighted in the text above are "in vain", or more 
precisely "with emptiness".  There is a connection between a belief in 
randomness and a feeling of emptiness, for it is indeed a draining sensation. 
  
So perhaps, following the explanation of the Rambam, "my laws and my 
statutes" are not a specific list of mitzvot.  Rather, the emphasis should be on 
"My" - my laws, my statutes. 
  
Most interactions do not follow clear strictures.  There is a force that is 
stronger than the interaction itself that responds to us, depending on how we 
relate to it. 
  
Most of us - especially the doubters among us - do not identify with this kind 
of thinking, which sounds very "orthodox", but unfortunately there is no other 
vocabulary with which to describe this relationship, which is based on the 
acknowledgement of a directing force, but more importantly, a force that is 
attentive to our heart.  This is a very religious idea in the broadest sense.  

  
If I haven't yet scared you away, and you are still open to this discussion, then 
I will go on to say that accomplishing this relationship is not easy.  Every 
person is blind to his or her own true desires, those that spring from the 
depths of one's heart and rise to the heavens.  We think we know exactly 
what we want and what is right for us, but it is never as it 
seems.  Never.  Beneath one desire hides another, a more hidden one, ad 
infinitum.  I know this seems like a contradiction, but only the divine force 
really knows what we desire and that desire is then answered. 
  
Twice a day, in the "ashrei" psalm, we pray "…Who fulfills all life their desire," 
meaning one's deepest desire is granted.  (Please don't ask: "Do you believe 
a child who dies of cancer desired to do so?"  I do not have the courage to 
answer such a question, for I do not know the answer, but I have increasingly 
come to the realization that our deepest desires are, in fact, 
answered, though we do not consciously recognize them.) 
  
Therefore we must turn to "Him" in great humility and then (according the 
Rambam) also cry out to Him.  The humility is because we don't really know 
what we want, and only recognize the feeling of wanting relief from the 
present situation.  It is this feeling that we cry out or pray with.  The Chassidim 
call this "to pour out one's heart."  The ability to do this is truly "walking 
in MY statutes."  Statutes, being the force of nature (i.e., the forces that are 



oblivious to us) are also present, but the word MY, suggests a force that is 
beyond the Laws, a force that provides us with thefreedom to choose open, 
effective, ongoing communication with Him. 
  
The refrain of a song written in Hebrew by Ehud Manor expresses in "secular" 
terms the value of prayer to creating change: 
  
Maybe God above 

Does not hear 
What our mouths utter 
But praying TO the One above 

Changes the one who prays 

  
So I encourage you to pray.  A prayer book is helpful, but what is required 
is an open, honest heart and a lot of humility. 
  
Shabbat Shalom, 
Elisha 

  
   

 


