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This t°l1esis presents an analysis of t11e blessing end 

the curse in tli.e Ta lmudic r>eriod . The b lessin& is defined 

".S any stnterte:1t of beneficial wish uttered by God or man; 

while t h e curse is taken in o~pos ition to t ho bles s i ng and 
~ is t o include those Ylishe s of evil intent which my be 

S? oken by God or nnn . No attempt h ns b een nadc to dea l 

~ith for::nal benedictions , ~rayers , or petitions . 

The bl essing a nd the curse arc anal yzed after a 

classificati on of the material according to subject 

~atter. ~is approach hns been chosen in preference 

to n chronol ogical or lingui~tic method of analysis . 

:athin the franework o f each chapter all blessings and 

curses which tl1e aut hor was able t o find are ca reful ly 

trea ted and those conclus ions which have been derived 

from t h is tre~t!1ent er~ pr esented . 

The finnl chapter of the t hesis is devoted to e 

presentat i on of so~e eeneral conclusions erawn r~om this 

material. It may be concluded t hat t here is no discc rnable 

devel opment in connection vlith t hos pl1cnomenn duri ng t he 

pericxi under discussion . T11erc i~ no detectable vari~tion 

in t~e tre:- ment of' t 11e.;e phenomena between Babyl onia and 

Palesti ne ; n0r can one discover a sirl(;le school or a s eg­

ment of th~s period nhich evinced a sp ecial inter est in 

t hese phenomena . It bnco~es quite obvi ous thRt the rabbis 



dur i ng this entire peri od held no belief in the ef­

ficacy of t he blessing and the curse. Concern with 

efficacy \Vas onl y expressed while dealing with Bibli­

cal times or in those few cases in which the Torah left 

them no choic e of posit ion as the rite of t he suspected 

adultress. It may be clearly demonstrated t hat t h e 

r abbis held no belief in t he power of these phenomena, 

however the attitude of the common people cannot be 

ascertained as insufficient material is available. 
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It is the purpose ot this paper t o deal with the 

blessing and the curse during the Talmudic period. 

Wi t hin the frame or this paper the blessing may be 

defined as any statement of beneficia l wish uttered by 

God or man; the agent to whom such a wish is addressed 

may be named or omitt ed. This paper will not deal with 

f ormalized benedi cti ons , prayers, or petitions which may 

al so us ~ the word f 1~ in their introducti on. The curse 

i s taken in oppos ition to the blessing and i s to include 

those wishes of evil intent which may be spoken by God 

or man. 

The literature which this paper utilizes stems from 

appr oximately the first century to the seventh century of 

our era . It includes t he Misbna, Tosef ta, llfek.'.l ta de-Rabbi 

I shmael , Si fra debe Rab, Si fre debe Rah, Babylonian Talmud, 

Palestinian Talmud, and ~1drash Rabba. The Tanna1t1c 

s ources often reflec t the thought of earlier times , but on­

ly on r are occa ssions can such material be definitely dated. 

Some c: f t his l i tera ture v1u edited cons i derably lat'3r t hau 

th e period under discussi on, notabl y sec~ions of the Mi c.rash 

Rabba, but much of thi s materi a l s te~s from previous cent u­

ries as may be s een by the numerous earlier s cholars who are 

quoted. Major secti ons of thi s work were edi ted during t he 
1 

sixth and seventh centuries anj so f orm a valuable source 

f or this paper. 

The material of this essay wi ll be t r eated under 
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various subject classificati ons as i t only rarely lends 

itself to chronol ogical treatment. The strata to which 

statements may be assigned are generally indicated through 

t he system used in Strack's Introduction to the Talmud and 
2 

Midrash • The chronology is based upon the work of 
3 

Bornstein, Ginzberg, Strack, and Mi elziner • 

An analysis of t he terminology utili zed in t he blessings 

and cur~ es is not undertaken as mucb or the materia l used 

has not been edi ted 1n criti cal edi t ions. The terms often 

varied in dirrerent versions of t he same statement; t hey were 

also directly dependent upon the a ttached Biblical proof 

text many times • Only the word ( 1 (:) is used for t he 

blessing. The following words were used 1n conjunction 

\vi th the curse: ,7 7 ~ 7 /r: 7 7 k ,7 r~ .N ,, f lc 
I J I I 

• 11 I fp ,f r;J , .:n p I ,J ?.J ,/cp (j, r I r;, J ' ,n/u{ 4 
The word r., ~ is used as a euphemism; it is found fairly 

frequently, but often in only one version of a sta tement . 

The euphemism 1s much mor e frequently found 1n connecti on 

wi th death, s i clmess, 1dol c cry, or certain parts of the 

body. 

I t should oe poi n ted ou t tha t no atter.l? t h33 been 

made to list every source f or a referer.ce . 
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1. H. Strack. Introduc t ion t o t he Talmud and lltidra sh, 
PP• 211-222. 

I. H. Weiss . j"e 2/?I 21? 2111 III, P • 261 f . 

The Universa l J ewish Encyclopedia, PP• 538-540. 

2 . A - Artora . BA - Babylonian A.Jllora. T - Tanna. The 
numbers (1-7) which f ollow 1.mLlediately after these 
letters indicate the gener~ tions during which t hese 
scholars l ived. 

3. Bornstein. "AmorHer" (Encycl opaedia Judaica) , vol . 2 . 

L. Ginzbcrg. 11 Tanna1.m and Amoraim" (The Jewish 
Encyclopedia), vol. 13. 

H. Strack. Qp. cit., PP• 105-1.34. 

M. Mi elziner . Introducti on to the Talmud, PP• 22-55. 

Tosefta Aboda Zara 8:4, Sanhedrin 46 a, 56 a , 
Yerushalmi Sabbath 49 a, etc. It should be noted 
tha t all references to the Palestinian Talmud in 
this paper indicate t he Zbitomir edition. 
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Both blessing and curse are encountered .~ather fre­

quently in the Bible. The blessing of God, "be truit!'ul. 

and multiply" (Gen. 1:22). is already round ~n the story 

of t he creation. Myths formed ar ound the ble ssing and the 

curse explained the peculiarities of the serpent, woman's 

pain in child birth, the constant diff'icul ties in tilling 

the soil. and other matters. The laying of t'.be hands seems 

to f orm a part of the r ite of blessing (Gen. 48:13); the 

dying father or leader appears to have specia l powers of 

bless i ng (Gen. 47. Deut . 33). e~ who 1s blessed by God 

becomes a bless ing to o thers (Gen. 12:2); yet the blessing 

and t he curse of God work in strange ways so that Obed Edom 

(II Sam. 6:12) is bles3ed because of the ark of God while 

Uzzah (II Sam. 6:7) and others (I Sam. 5:6 r.) suffer through 

it. The bles!.Jlg of (i()d is eternal (I Chron. 17:27); even 

the curse of Joshua (Joshua 6:26) is valid cent uries later 

(I K. 16 :34.) • It seems that a bles sing may n.ot be altered 

after it has been pronounced (Gen. 27), yet Rebekah states 

that s he will take t he curse which Ja cob might ~eoe1Te upon 

herself (Gen . 27:13); it seems t hat Micah is also able to 

alter t he curse laid upon h1,m (Jud. 17). ln l a ter times 

we find blessings and curses s poken by kings, prophet s, 

and priests. Parallels to certain of these blessings and 

curses may be found 1n t he literature of the ancient 
1. 

Nea r East and of Greece • 
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The Biblical statements may contain elements which 

point to aagic or auperatitioua belief in early Israelite 

timea, "but n look 1n vain tor any record ot a state ot 

society 1n which the practice of magic was openly tole­

rated b7 enlightened worshippers or Yahwei all that we 

can find ia the memory of a time when magic and religion 

were to some extent rivals, and the record ot persistent 
2 

attempts to eradicate magical practices from the cammun1t7.• 

It ma7 be read1l7 seen that the blessing and the curse 

are or significance 1n the stud7 or the development of 

Biblical thought. llan7 modern scholars have occupied 

themselves with the numerous problems connected with this 

study. Among them may be found Guillaume, Hempel, Jacob, 

Kowinkel, Pedersen, Westermark and others. These men have 

come to ve~ dirterent conclusions, but it is beyond the 

scope of this paper to discus• them. 

The blessing and the curse also occur .frequantly 1n 

the Apocrypha and Paeudepigrapha. The treatment of t hat 

subject doe s not lie wi thin the scope of this paper; a 

brief discussion of it is not poss ible as no adequate 

secondary lit era t ure on t his topic exists. 
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1. J. Hernpel. "Die israelitische Anschauungen von Segen 
und Fl.uch 1m Lichte altorienta.lischen Parallel en" 
(ZDMG 79, 1925). 

2. A. Guillaume. Prophecy and Div1n.e.t1on, P• 238 . 
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The blessing ot God spoken by the p•tests is without 

doubt one of the mo s t significant blessings t o be found in 

this literature. It was of great importance 1n the daya 

of t he Teruple and has remained so unto the present day. 

This blessing was pronounced daily in the Temple ritual; 

on the Day ot Atonement, on fasts, and during the Ma 1ama-
l 

doth the blessing was pronounced four times. After the 

destruction of the Temple, the blessing continued as a part 

of the daily serTice in the synagogue and also continued to 

be pronounced four times on the Day ot Atonement in 
2 3 

Palestin~ while it was only uttered three times in Babylonia. 

This blessing still forms a vital part of the festival 

services in Western countries; it is inserted 1n t he Musaf 

service. In Spain and Holland it is pronounced on every 

Sabbath, while it is s t ill us ed daily in such oriental 

countries as Yemen. The blessing remains a pvrtion of the 

liturgy of liberal Jews, but it is no l onger a f 'mction 
4 

of the priests. 

The priestly blessi1; (Bum. 6:22-:27) has been discussed 

by modern Biblical scholars. Although they woul d differ 

on minor matters, ther e i s general agreement that this 

blessing may be ass i gned to P; s ome would say that its 

composi t ion was inf'luenced by the Psalms. I t is generally 

claimed t hat t he ma.in emphasi s of this bless ing lay in the 
5 

three-fold repetition of the name of God. 
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Later we f ind the bles sing ment i one d in the Book 

or Ben Sirach (50:20). I t is interesting t o note that 

this ble s sing along with several other portions of the 

-ible was not translated in the early versions of the ... 
Targumim. A translati on does exist in our present day 

6 
versions . 

The leg i s lat ion concerning t his blessing which is 

fo~nd ~n the Mishna would indicate to us the important 

part which i t pl ayed in the ritua l of t h at time. It was 

to f orm a high point in the service of the Temple and 

synagogue• t herefor e the manner 1n \'fhich the blessing wa s 

to b e bes towed as \'lell a s t he way 1n which i t was to be 

received was closely regula t ed. 

The pr ies t who pr onounced thes e sacred WJrds had to 

be f'ree f r om all blemishes wh i ch mi gh t bring shame upon 

t h e ble ssing . It wa s required t ha t h is limbs ~ust be f'ree 

f r om all physical irregular ! ties and discolors. t i o11s whe l;her 

t h es e wer e due to bi rth or to the occupation of t he pries t . 

Only if such blemishes we· e well known t o ever yone 1n tbd 
7 

c i t y could he be a llowed t o reci t e the blessing . No s us-

p i c i on of int oxicati on was allowed to r es t on t he prie s t; 

this led t o t he ommission of t he bl essing deri ng t he a f t er­

noon service where such a case might arise. A priest 

involved in a serious c rime such as manslau 311ter was a l so 
9 

not allo~ed t o recite t he benedic t ion. Every priest who 



9 
did not f all into one of these categories was obli gat ed 

10 
to ascend the p l a tform and recite the blessing. 

The manner in which the blessing was to be pronounced 

was strictly r egulated. The priests were to ascend the 

platform in the synagogue at t he prompting of the Hasan. 

They were not p ermitted ~o wear sandals, s o that they 

might not trip and thus decrease the di gni ty of the ritual; 
11 

this waJ r eported by R. Jobs.nan b. Zaceai (T - 1). They 

were to turn to face the congregation and to bless them 
12 1· J., ~ r J,, I')~ • moreover they were to stand dur ing 

13 
the entire r i tual and to l ift their hands . Yet it t he 

priest did lift his hands • he needed to be certa in of h i s 
14 

abi lity to re turn to the correct place 1n the Tefi llah. v 
The manner in which the hands were to be raisel was dis-

cussed in t his liter a t ure. The pries t was f i rs t obliged 
1.5 

to wash his hands; in the Temple he then raise~ his hands 

above his h ead, while in t he provinces he only rais ed them 

to the leve l of his shoul ders; the High Priest was not per-
16 

mitted to rai se his hands .igber than the breast-pl a te. 

Accor d i ng t o another source he was allo~ed to raise them to 

t he h eight of his fron t l ets , bu t accordi ng t o the view of 
17 

R. Judah (T - 3 ) he may raise them even h i gher . Tbe hands 
18 

•re to be soread during the recitati on and the fingers were 

to be outstretc~ed, but this was not to be d~ne unt il the 
19 

priest turned to face the congregati on . 
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The blessing was to be recited 1n a loud voice , but 

a later discussion modified t his statement and concluded 
20 

tha t 1t was to be 1n a convers a tional tone; nevertheless 

the legend ar ose t hat the name of God could be heard in 
21 

Jericho during the bestowal of the blessing. The moment 

during which the pries t was to ascend t he p latform was 
J 

fixed, so that one had do do so during the prayer Eloheynu 

of the Amldah or forfeit ones right to the recitation for 

that occas sion; 1 t \Vas necessary t o begln the ascent during 

this prayer, but one did not need to reach the platform during 
22 

it. 

The priest was to be f ully aware or t he holiness of 

the ble3s i ng which he vas to recite, the ref ore he was to 

recite certa in prayers duri ng h i s ascent to the platform 

anc at the til .'3 dur i ng which he turned to face the eongre-
23 

gation; the prayers are given in t he Talmud. When the 

blessing was bestowed 1n the provinces t he people who r e­

ce ived it were to recite cert ain prayers as well; it was a 

matter of controver sy whe t her thes e prayers WEi.·e to be re-

cited between the verse~ or along with them, or a t the time 
24. 

or t he mention of the name of God. 

Even t he response of Amen was gover ned by stri ct rules , 

so that the Hasan may not say Amen until he is certain that 

the priests have f1n1s ned thei r blessing; nor may the pr iests 
25 

con t inue until the response has been made. This problem 
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would not arise according to another source which required 

the Hasan to recite the verses before t hey were spoken by 
26 

t he priests . R. Shim! of the Fort of Shihori r eported 

that in a synagogue where the entire congregation consis­

ted or priests some would ascend the platform whil e others 
27 

rema ined to respond with the Amens. 

During one period the priestly blessing was connected 

vnth several ~ther portions of the liturgy 1n the synagogue. 

so that the individual who recited the Sh'ma and its bene-

dic t ione and read from t he prophets might also r ecite the 

priestly benedicti on; in case thi s person was a minor, his 
28 

r a t her or his teacher performed t hi s for him. After 
29 

puberty a priest was permi t ted to r ecite the benediction; 

a pr iest who believed 1n this and the other priestly rituals 

would rece i ve his dues even if he did not possess sutficient 
JO 

lmowledge of them to participate in them. 

There was a marked difference in the recita tion of the 

blessing in the Temple and in t he pr~vinces. It was spoken 

without interruption in the Temple wL! le it was recited in 

three verses , each followed by t he response of Amen, in the 
31 

provinces. The Name o!' God was to be used only in the Temple 
32 

and a substitute name was used in the provinces . The 

Tannai t ic literature elready claims that t~e knowledge of the 

exact pron~unciation of the Name wa s re s tricted t o t he High 

Priest at the time of Simon the Jus t ; he spoke it ten t imes 
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33 

during fasts . The Name was taught only once during a 
34 

seven year period and then only t o 1.'ull y mature men. 

R. Tarphon (T • 2) s tated that he attemp ted to discover 

t he pron~unciation of the Name during its recitation by 

the High Priest on the Day of Atonement , but he was un· 

able to do so as the s inging of the priests oonceal ed it. 
35 

At an earlier time the lmowledge of the Name must have been 

fa irly common as it was r eported t ha t the priests recited 
36 

the bless ing during the Ma- amadoth. 

The prie~tly bless ing wa s valid not only for fully 

mature Israelites , but a1so for women, children , slaves , 
37 

an~ strangers . All those who stood before t he priests 

during 1t s recitati on were included while those who stood 
38 

behind t hem were excluded. People standing at the side 

of the priests, hidden behi nd partiti ons , or standi ng a ehind 
39 

taller indi viduals were included in the ble ssing . 

blessing w~s recited only in the presence of ten men . 

The 
40 

Accordi ng t o the opinion of Adda ( BA - 2) who quoted R. 

Simla! (A - 2) all the wors~ lpers ascended the pl a tform in 

a synagogue composed entirel y of priests ; R. Zera (A - 3) 

clRimed that th~y then recited the blessing f or those wor-
41 

ki ng in the fields~ This would i ndicate that the presence 

of those to be blessed was not necessary. This opinion 
42 

differs from t hat of R. Shitni previ ousl y quoted. 

The r ole of the pries t s during t 11e bestowa l of the 
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blessing was that of an agent of God; they should there.fore 

43 
refr a in from becoming too proud of their role . As they 

were only a gents, they were not permitted t o change t he 
44 

blessing or to make a ddit ions t o it. Only as the priests 
45 

blessed I s r ael did they become blessed; yet the High Priest 
46 

r ecited the bles s ing separa t e l y over t he priests. 

Al though the priests only transmitted the blessing to the 

peopJ e , this t ask was no t to be regarded light l y or r efused 

eas ily; therefore R. Joshua b . Levi (A - 1) stated t hat 

a pr i e s t who ·.1ould not ascend the platform f or the bless ing 

transgressed three posi t ive commandments . He need not do 

so at a l l times, but he must ascend occassi onally otherwise 
47 

he would be suspect of be i ng disqualifie d by birth. This 

r egulat i on s eer.is c..:; necessary to protect the hot.t.or of t he 

priost as that of the blessing. As the blessing is no sacra­

ment , its validity \'fhen c iven by an unqualified p~·iest was 

not discn~ sed. 

'nle meaning of the pri estl y blessi ng wa s discussed a~ 

l ength in the Aggadic porti r .1s of this literatu re . L.'Very 

blessine which a man might desire is read int;o jt and sub­

stAnti ated as far a s pos s ible through Biblical verses or 

analog i es . I t is done wi t h great i ngenuity and demonstrates 

the value whi ch the rabbis placed on these verses; the b lessing 
48 

of peace is ~os t fully deve l oped 1n t he s e Midrashic secti ons . 

Several scholars , R. Isaac b . Nahmani (A - 3) and R. ~imon b . 



Pazi (A - 3) seek to associa te t l1e numbers three , five , 

and seven with the vers es of t his blessing whi ch con-
49. 

tain the corresponding nmnber o f Hebrew wor ds. The 

priestly bles si ng is named wi th o ther secti ons of the 

Bible such as the story of Ruben, of Tamar, of the second 

story of the cal f , and of David and Anmon which are read, 
50 

b~t not ~prated. The pries tly blessi ng has littl e in 

common wi t-h t he o ther secti ons and was probably not bo be 

interpret ed because of t h e aura of hol i ness Nh ich sur1•ounded 

it. 

One may eas ily see that the rabbis were interested in 

mainta ining the digni t y of t he priestl y benedicti on and 

ordained regul ati ons mainly f or this purpose. The vast 

major i ty of these r egulati ons applied to the blessing as 

it was to be reci t ed i n the synagogue ; onl y f or t he s ake 

of contrast is t '1e bl essing as i t was reel ted 1n the Temple 

ment ioned in most ca s es . The moment during whi ch the 

bless i ng was recited was considered espec i a lly holy, so 

t hat anyone troubled by a drtrun which he could no t clear ly 

r emember was t o stanci be.fo1•e the pr iests wh en tfley spr ead 

t ·1eir hands for t.he bles sing; 1 t v1as thought tha t this would 
51 ' 

remove some of t he i ndi vidualt anxi e ty. InSp i te of such 

statements and the numerous regulati ons which surrounded t he 

ble s s ing one wonders about t~e real importance of the bless i ng 

when one reads that l abor ers were permitted to reci te the 
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Sh' ma• the Amida• t he blessings befor e end after the meal. 

but they wer e not permi tted to r aise t heir hands for the 
52 

priestl y benedi cti ons. There wa s a greater interest i n the 

effici e ncy of labor than in hol ines s. 
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1. Mi shna Ta an 1th 4: l. 
2 . Taanith 26 b . 

Elbogen, I., Der Jildische Got tesdlens t in seiner geschichtl ichen 
Entwicklung, p . 71. 

3. Elbogen, Op . c i t ., p . 72 . 

4. Ibi d ., p . 423. 
5. Gray, B. G., "Numbers" , Inter~t1onal Critical Commentary . 

Baentzch, E., "Numeri" , 17.a.ndkommentar zum Alten Testament . 

6. Elbogen, I., Op. cit ., p . 189 . 

7• Mi shna Megilla 4:7, Tosefte. Megilla 4:29 f . 

8. Taanith 26 b . 

9 . Berachoth 32 b . 

10 . Tosefta Sota 7 :8 , Yerushalmi Ber acboth 36 b. 

11. Rosh Hashana 31 b, Sota 40 a . 

12 . Tosefta Megi lla 4 :21, Sifre Noso 39 . 

-3 · Sifre Noso 39 . 

14• Mi shna Ber achotb 5:4, ~ 38 b . 

15. ~ 39 a . 

1 t, . .tishna Sota 7 :6 . 

17 . Mishna Tami d 7 :2. 

18. Tarpum Jona than Numbers 6 :23 . 

19. ~ 39 b . 

20 . ~ 38 b . 

21 . lJishna Tamid 3: 8 . 

22. ~ 38 b . 

23 . Sota 39 a , b . 

24. ~ 39 b , 40 a , Chagiga l~ a . 



17 
25. ~39 b. 
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27. Sota 38 b. 

28. ?Ushna Ltegilla 4:5 

29 . Chullin 24 b . 

30. Chullin 132 b, 133 a . 

31. Mishna Tamid 7:2. 

32. Ibid.,, Sota 38 a, Sifre Noso 39 , 43• 

33. Yoma 39 b, Menachoth 109 b , Tosefta Yoma 2:4. 

34. Kiddushin 71 a. 

35. Ecc . Rabba 3:11. , . 
36. Mishna Tamid 5:1. 

37. Sifre Woso 43. 

38. Rosh Hashana 35 a, ~ 38 b . 

39 . ~ 38 b . 

40. Mishna Megilla 4:3. 

I- L;J. . ~ 40 a . 

42. ~ 38 b . 

43. Sifre Noso 43. 

44. Rosh Hashana 38 b . 

45. Chulli n 49 a , Num. nabba 11:8, .§..21! 38 b . 

46. ~ 41 a. 

47. ~ 38 b . 

4a. Sifre Noso 

49. eanhedrin 10 b. 
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50. llishna Megi lla 4:10. 

51. Berachoth 55 b. 

52. Berachoth 16 a . 
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In a similar categor y as t he priestl y blessing are 

sever al important formul a t ed curses wh ich are mentioned 

and discussed in t his liter ature . The blessings and the 

curses which were spoken upon Mount Ebal and Mount Gerizim 

(Deut. 11:29-:32, 27:11-:26, Josh. 8:33-:35} are described 

in some detail. The litera ture 11m1ts itself to their 

descri ption and does not concarn itself with their meaning 

at all. 

'l'he ritual i s described in the following manner: the 

tr i bes were t~ be divided into two groups, s o t hat six t ribes 

were to ascend Mount Ger1z1m and six Mount Ebal. The ark, 

the pries t s and t he l ev1 tes were t o remain in t he valley 

and pronounce the blessings facing Mount Gerizlm; t he res­

ponse of Amen was gi ven by the whole p eople. Tt~.l s ame ri tual 

was to be repeated with t he pr i ests and levites f ac i ng 
1 

Mount Ebal and uttering t h e curses. The Tosefta vers ion 

of t his rite poses the questi on of the p lace of the lbvites ; 

1 t seems that on1y their el der s remained w1 th the pries ts 

while the remai nder stood up·n t 11.e mountains with th& 

peor l e . The division of the people is also dis cussed in a 
2 

more ex~ct manne~ there . The discussi on 1n the Talmud 

pres ents bot h the ver s i on of the Mishna and t ha t of t he 

Tosefta , whi le Rabbi sta tes t hat t he el ders of the pries ts, 
3 

levi tes, and Israe l ites atood below. The ble~ s ing and 

t~e curse are compared in this l i terature ; Biblical verses 
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are used to expand t he text; it is stated that both the 

blessing and the curse must be spoken in a loud voice, 

in the holy l ansuage, in genera l and parti cular, and must 

be answered by the respons e of Amen. At this point the 

Talmud embellished the narrative ~ther through naming 

t he mumbe~ of events which took place on the same day and 

s tated that this was due to a miracle . 

R. Juda~ b . Nahm.an! (3rd century} suggested a novel 

interpretati on f or t he entire secti on ; all of it ha s 
4 

reference to the adul ter S" a.nd t he adu.ltress . 

I t is interes t i ng to note none of : he sources mention 

the Samaritans to whom Mount Gerizim was holy . There is 

not the s l ightes t reference t o them in this connection. 

Another r i tual connected with the curse was th~t of 

the sus pected adu.ltres s ; this was of grea t importance as 

it was used during the time of the Second Temple . Esch 

port ion of this rite, the time dt1.ring which it micht be 

used, the me thod of wri t i ng the scroll, etc, was carefully 

regula ted. The whole discus s i<Y revolves around the des ­

cription given in the Bible (Num. 5 :11-:31 ) . 

Nothi ng could ~bviate the need ro~ this rite; even the 

Day of Atonement would not atone r or it as this was not a 

sin known to God a lone, but the adulterer was also aware of 

it. Furthermore Rabba (BA - 3) stated that the s~crifice 

of the suspected adultress was brough t f or t he purpose of 
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ascertaining her fui lt, not for t he expi ation or her s in ; 

t herefore it was not concer ned with the Day or Atonement 

at all . a. Oaba7a (A - 1) poin ted out th~t t he Biblical 

ver se pertaining to this read "all their sins", but not 
5 

"all t heir uncleanli ness" . 

The entir e day was considorod valid for this ritual . 
6 

R. Jll.1e zer s tated that a man must w~n his wife before two 

witnesses , but tha be might f or ce her to drink the wa ter 

of the suspe cted adultress on the evidence of one witnesa 

or on h i s own evidence ; R. Joshua claimed that he must warn 

her bef ore t wo witnesses and m~y force he r to drink on1y 
7 

on t he evidence of t~o witnesses . 

~s 1n all r i tual bles sings and cur ses the re~ponB e ~f 

A:nen i s required. I t is a ir.a ~ter o f d iscussion toward '1hat 

?-.:-t i l. .'l o f t:'le ri tual t his r espons e is directed; some 11n11 ld 

c~ail:n tha t i t was conr.ected ~o the oa>;h, o~~ers to the ~act 

a. Weir (T - .3) 

cl.s.i=.e:. ::1:.e.: <;·::-c·· 6h !. t s!:.e 7toulC. ;.rom~ ae not. ~ be .. m f i:t .i.. h -

~ !n -~e ~;.!;-.:.!'e as ~e ::ho·;.g;-.-: tr..a6; ~he V'lte..- .-;r,uld s , 1 Ll ,. 
'1 

: e e:~ec -:;!. ve =c,~7 ye ;.:-a la ~er • 

!'he s ere _: J..set! in ":i':.e =-~ .. ;.r- 1 • ns ~·"'"! -uhj"c .. ' f lt;rg 
l C 
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as it contains the holy Name and the offering must be 

scattered upon the ash- heap. Some cla imed that one f orced 
11 

the woman to drink even agains t her will. If she stated 

t hat she was unclean during the rite, the same procedure 
12 

was followed. R. Judah (r - 3) stated in the name of 

R. Meir (T - 3) that one ~ust be certa in not to use ink 

conta ining v i triol when writing this section a s it mus t be 
13 

capable vf being blo tted out. We may see that this rite 

was used r ather frequently in the Temple as we are told 

tha t Hel ena cionated a gol den tablet containing t he para­

graph of the suspected adult~ss to the Temple along with 

a set of golden candelabrum. 

The rabbis orda ined that this whole section should be 

recited 1n the language which the woman understood and need 
15 

not be sa i d in Hebrew . They insisted tha t t he whole 

matter should be e xplained to her in s ome detail. but the 

reason which was given for this was not the protecti on of 

the woman, but so that the bitter water and t he curse mi f;ht 
16 

not become discredited. .1.be bitter water is embellished 

wi ':h legend, so that the adnltress is no t only tested by 

tve vmter, but she was a l ready warned through water a t Sinai . 

There Moses cast the dust of the golden calf into the wa ter 

of the brook. The analogy 18 draVln as the same Hebrew phrase 
17 

is used in both p l aces . This also h ints at the connection 

betV1een adultery and i dolatry which was frequently ma.de . 

It i s interesting to note t hat t ·e hol y Name i s blotted 
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out 1n the process of this r itual; accordi ng to R. Juda.~ 

(T - 3) this was l a ter seized upon by Ahitophel who ad­

vised David that he too might us e ti1e Divine Name in a 
18 

manner which .would lead to its being bl otted out . 

'lhe Tanna1m thought that the curse attached to the 

rite would be fulfilled i n the manner of the lex tal iones . 

They st~ted that the organ which had been affected first by 

the ~aultery would alao suffer first from the curse, so 

the thi ghtv' would fall , then the belly would be affected 
I' 19 

and the curse would continue. This was not to signify 

tha t the remainder of the body would go unp'lnished, but 
20 

merely indicated the order of punishment . 

The chief interest oi' the rabbis 1n this ritual was 

t hat of por traying it in a manner grim enough to frighten 

all away from adultery. n. Akiba (T - 2 ) emphasized the 
21 

ter~ible r esults 1n a llidrashic manner . The main way 

through which this result was gained \'las the stress placed 

upon the immediate effective ~ess of the curse . The suspec-

ted woman was pictured as having barely finished the bitter 

water and her face became yellow, her eyes bulged , and her 

ve i:ls began to S\Yell. They were f orced t o r emove her .t'rom 

t~e Temple s o that she mig~t not pollute the area. Naturally 

th is did not happen t oo often, so to account f or the numerous 

cases in which no immediate effect was notlcable it was 

claimed that any merit which the woman possessed could stave 



off t he curse for a time up to three years . Ben Azza1 

(T - !) even insisted that a girl be ma.de aware of this 

fact , s o thnt she might know why the bitter waters had no t 

t aken effect i f she need ever face this rite, but the mor e 

r eali stic R. Eliezer pointed out that such instructi on 

would only lead to l echery1 accordi ng to a statecent~~ 

R. Joshua a woman has more plea su,ae through one Kab .a&-
..,,.,~ 22 -

lechery cban through nine Kabs ~ modesty. R. Simon 

poi nted out the wealmess or t his type or interp retation 

as it was pos sible that no woman would be decl ared in­

nocent through this trial by ordeal; all would continue 

to be suspected and so many innocent parties woul d f ace 
23 

this calumny . Rabbi (T - 4>. however, s tated that her 

death will be slow and that s~e will no t be able to bear 
24 

~hildren, but wi ll was te .. ay. 

The soci al a f f ect of t :1e ritual \7ould be the greatest as 
25 

all would swear by her ani1 woul d use her as a constant curse . 

As mentioned previ ousl y the rabbi s used adultery
2

Gs a cause 

for other s i ns and stated t _m t it l ed to i dol atry as well 
27 

as to the cursi ng of ones parents. 

I t s eems that much of the discussion connected wi t h the 

result of the curse and the bitter water is academic as it 

\'fOUld not be possible to allow a trial by ordeal to be inter-

preted in such a vague manner; all who wer e t ested would be 
-

guilty and Rould have to suffer soci al ostracism. This clearly 
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shows an attempt to save a ritual which no longer fitted 

to the times and which it was impossible to expla in 1n a 

r ational manner. Little concern f or justice was shown, but ,,/ 

the effort to save the rite was made. 

Many other ins tances in which the blessing and the 

curse of God are discussed occur; it is generally done 1n 

connection with a Bibli ca l verse 1n a Midl'ashic manner; 

conclusions which are not connected with the verse 1n any 

manner are then dravm from it. R. Eliezer commented upon 

the verse "Ju1d the Lord blessed Obed-Edom and all his 

house •••• because of the ark of God;" he pointed out t hat 

the bles sing or God was given here merely for the care 

given the ark, so how much more would t hat man who fed and 

clot hed a scholar who studied the l aw be worthy of bless i ngs . 

R. Judah b . Zebidah continued by claiming t hat t he bless ing 

actually referr ed to Hamoth and her eight daughter~ -in-law, 
28 

each of whom had sext,~ple ts a t one time. Many simil ar 

examples might be ment ioned, but they tell us little of t~~ 

significance of the blessing and the curse. These examples 

are discussed 1n the chap ter which deals with the meani ng 

of the bless i ng and the curse . 

According to R. Johanan every .vord of bl es si ng and curse 

which goes forth f r om t he mouth of God takes effect; there is 

no difference between t he condi t i onal sentence and the direct 

s t a tement. He quoted the narrative of Mos es \'rhich stated t hat 
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God promised Moses t hat he would crea te a great new people 

from him; this t ook effect even t hough God did not destroy 
~9 

I srael. A Biblical verse which pro ved the point was quoted. 

God v1as, hoT1ever, able t o increase a bless ing 1f he so de-
30 

sired. 

The r abbis also des ired to demons trate that God can 

effect much through small means; R. Levi showed that God 

ble ssdd Israel with twen t y-two letters \Vh.lle he us ed only 

eight to curse t hem; on the other hand lloses cursed the 
3L 

people wi t h twenty- two letters an<l ble ssed them with eight. 

Similarly God d i d not car r y a curse f'urther the.n wa s 

necessar y t o inflict punishment; in this way he ac ted 

contrary to man ~ho would dep~ive bis enemy o f h is live­

lihood, but when God was angered by the s erpen t he per­

mi t t ed it t o obtain a livelihood. He cursed the woman, 
32 

bu t nonetheless everyone is running af t er her . 

The blessings and t he curses which wer e di r ec t l y 

given by God were thought to be immediate l y effec t ive . 

These wer e composed of examples which had occurred many 

centuri es previous l y and s o presented no pr oblems . When­

ever the Bi blical t a le d i d not present us wi th their conclu-

s ion, the rabbis were able t o provi de one and even succeeded 

in keepi ng i t in a Bi blica l context t hrough t~e clever use 

of analogies and Biblical verses . The blessings of God which 

were still used during t he t ime of some of the se scholars 
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presented them with an entirely different problem. The 

priestly bless ing is l eft withou t any statements as to 

its eff ectiveness and its meaning is discussed 1n a purely 

Midrashi c manner. As thi s could not be done with the sus­

pect ed adultress an unsuccessful attemp t to redeem the 

honor of the curse i s made . It does not seem that t h e 

belief 1n the effectivness of the blessing and the curse 

held hy the babbis was very strong. 

z 
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A frequent use of the curse in almost all societies 1s 

that of blasphemy; every religion has therefore found it 

neces sary to protect its deit1 or the name of its deity 

from blasphemy. The direct curse of t he deity is only one 

form of blasphemy, but in order to understand the subject 

all of its asp ects will have to be discussed . 

During this period the Name of God was or paramount 

importance; the use of the Divin e Name was caref'ully gua~­

ded during those occassions as the priestly b l essing and 

the ceremony of the suspec t ed adultress when it wa s nece•-

sary to use it. As we have seen, its use was only permitted 

in these ceremonies at the Temple, but not in the synagogue; 

the Name became surrounded wi th an aura of grea t holiness and 

was eventually forgotten because of the highly rPstrtcted 

usage. Some scholars would trace the restrictions against 

the use of the Divine Name to Bi blical sources, ei~her to 
1 

Exodus 20:7 or to Lev. 24:10-J16, but i t is hardly llkely 

that there was much concern about this in Biblical times 

as we find the Name of God ot ;en used in oaths. Some of 

the Aggadic material of this literature ment ions Biblical 
2 3 

figures who bla sphemed; Adam and Esau 
4 

were among them. 
s 

Similarly Dathan and Abira.m and Goliath are spoken of as 

being punished for their blasphemy. Natura lly much is 
6 

made of the blasphemy of Job. 

The Tanna1tic scholars noticed the lack of a Biblical 



31 

prohibition against blasphemy and therefore stated that 

some ordinances were not committed to writing as they were 

considered to be commonly accepted; all of these regulations 
7 

were included in a Biblical verse (Lev. 18:4). 

There are several categories of blasphemy; among them 
8 

one finds such as magic whieh according to Zutra b. Tobia 

(BA - 6) who followed a tradi t ion of Rab (BA - l) was 

punishable by death. It seems that there was a tradition 

that it was possible to slay a man through the use or 

a substitutt for the Divine Mame in incantations or quite 
\ 9 

defintely through the use or the Divine Name. A legend 

reports to us that Moses slew the Egyptian without a 
10 

weapon; be merely pronounced the Divine Name a gainst him. 

Similarly when Og uprooted a mounta in and threw 1~ upon 

Israel, Moses simply took ~ pebble, pronounced the Divine 

Name upon it and thus ke{t the mountain from f allinE; upon 
11 

the people. The mispronounciation of a word 1n the li-

t urgy f ell under this category, therefore all likely to 

read incor r ect ly wer e not per> 11tted to recite the prayers. 
12 

The free translation of a Biblical verse was also consider ed 
13 

as blasphemy. Other scholars included various unjust ac t ions 
14 

wi t hin this category, a s wel l as adul tery . 

A type of blasphemy which is f ound in the Bible con-

sisted of allowing a corpse to remain hanged ovarnight; this 

was a curse against God {Deut. 21:23). In order to explain 
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this an analogy was drawn to a case of two brothers. One 

of t hem became the king of a country while the other became 

a robber; the robber was finally caught by the king and 

hanged. Nonetheless, as he was the king's brother it would 

be an insult to permit him to hang longer than •as necessary. 

A Mishna interpreted the verse in t he following manner: it 

asked the rea son f or t he hanging. The man must have been 

hanged ~ecause of blasphemy; therefore, the Name of God 

would be fur t her profaned if he were to hang overnight and 
16 

remind a ll men of his crime• 

A blasphemy was considered such a serious crime that 

one was no t able to withdraw it unpunished after it h ad 

been uttered. Normally any statement which is wi thdrawn 

a moment after it bas been uttered is considerPd void, but 
17 

t h is wa s not to be followed in the ca se of bla sphemy. The 

punishment f or the crime was to cons ist of Kareth to be 

enfo rced through t he death penalty, but t he party had to 
18 

r eceive warning beforehand. If blasphemy had been com-

mitt ed erroneously, a s acr1 .. i ce would have to be brought 
19 

accor ding to the view of R. Ak1ba (T - 2). 

Tho definition of t his act was, ho\vever, s o narrow t hat 

it became almos t impossible to commit t he offense. The 

genera lly accept ed view stated that only t he Divine Ne.me 

its elf, which was f orgot t en soon a fter th e destruc t i on of 
20 

the Temple, was t o be included in the cat egory. There 

15 
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were other opinions which would include various substitute 

21 
names9 R. Meir (T - 3) even stated that anyone who used 

substitute names such as Alef Daleth, Yod He, Shaddai, 

Zevo-oth, the Nerci~l, the Gracious , the Long Suffering 

and of Grea t Kindness, or any other similar name . R. Meir 

similarl y mainaa ined that if one used a Biblical phrase as 
22 

a curse , one was guilty of bla s phemy. Other scholars 

as R. Joshua b . Karcha (T - 3) stated that only the four 

letter Name of God was to be included; this was proved by 

h im through ouoting the phrase .spoken by witnesses who had 

heard the bl asphemy - "May Jose smite Jose" • The use of 

a four letter subst itute name i n this case irr~lied the use 
23 

of the four letter Hane of God to R. Joshua . Another 

source would even exclude the party who substituted the euphe-
24. 

mism f1i'J for the curse. 

The Name was only allowed to be spoken publicly on 

the rarest occassion; thus the scholars even apolozized 

for Ezra ' s use of the Divine Name in blessing the Lord 

before the people. Accordi 1g to R. Glddel (BA - 2 ) this 

was permitted only because of the emergency of the time. 

It was also reported t ha t R. Haniniah b . Teradion (T - !) 

suffered martyrdom as he pronounced the Name of God pub-

licly; he suffered in this manner even though he was studying 

the l aw during the peri od when this was prohibited by the 

Romans. His wife was s imilarly punished as she did not 
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prevent him .from using the 1 ame of God . Such legends 

were used to demonstrate the holiness of the Divine Name. 

Yet the s e schol ars did not permit themselves t o become 

too obsessed by an 1de&, s o another s ource ment ions the 

f act t ha t it was permissable to curse by t he Name ot God 

at the time of God's angc~l this was told in connection 

with the s t ory of Balaam. 

The Nune was cons idered as so holy that it was only 

divulged to men 1n the prime of l ife; t hese persons had to 

stand in a cle~n place and it needed to be on water , so 

that there might be no occassi on for eavesdropp i ng. Ori­

ginally it was revealed to all t o e priests, but later when 

sinners incr eased it was only divulged to those of es -

pecially good conduct . Finally only the High Pr1~st knew 
21 

it and pronounced it while a choir of priests sang. The 

!lame must have been rather generally known during the t ime 

th~t the ordinances of the l.!ishna came into existence as w& 

are told t ha t all those who hear t he name misused must tear 

t heir garmonts and t hat the _i 1dges must do likewise when they 
28 

hear it pronounced a t the conclus i on of the ~rial. According 

tn the opini on of Samuel (BA - 1) it was onl y necess ary to 

t ear ones gar raents when one heard a bl a sphemy of a Jew, 

though t his would be disproved through the Bi blical t ale of 

Hezekia (II Kings 18 :37). At the pres en t tbne it was no 

longer necessary to do so for substitute names , bu t they 
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had been included at one t i me. R. Hiyya (T - 5) taught 

that one need not even do so r or the Di v ine Nrune itself• 

as he c l aimed that ones garments would constantly be in 
29 

tatters if one pr a cticed this . In order to avoid un-

neces sary repet i t i on of the blasphemy or the curse sub­

sti tute names were used throughout the trie.l; at t he con­

clus i on of the ~rial the witnesses were asked to tes t ify 

bei~re an empty courtr oom; the j udges then t ore the ir 

garments. but the witnes ses did not need to do so as they 

h~d done this when they hard t he bla sphemy pronounced by 
30 

the defendant . Only the first witness pronounced the 
Jl 

Name ; the remai nder t estified that they had heard s i mila rly. 

The puni shment for this sin coul d not be suspended by 

t he Day of Atonement or through penitence ; only a combination 
32 

of a ll of tre se and death brought about atonement. 

The penalty inflicted by a cour t consis t ed of d~~th t hrough 
33. 

stoning to be fol l owed by t he hangi ng of the victL~. Some 

s ages clai med that it would be sufficient if t he s inner were 
J4 

punished through l ashe s . bu· this i s rejected. I t seems 

t he. t i t stoning by zeal ots without a tr i a l \"las considered 
' 35 

perm.issable as well. I f the cou1•t was unable t o inflict 

punishment. R. Judah b . Sha l om (A - 5) in~icated the. t Di v i ne 
36 

punishment consisting of l eprosy would be i nflic t ed. The 
iYl.J.dre.sh claimed t hat Ti tus was punished t h rough the insig-

37 
nifi cant gnat a fter his bla sphemy of God. Only the party 
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whi ch connni tted the offense was to be punished• this \VOUld 

contradict the report of t h e punishment of the wi fe of 

R. Hanlniah b . ~eradion (T - 2). A further punishment 

which wa.l t o be ini'licted wa s exclusion from the world 
39 

t o come acco•din the Abba Saul (T - 2 ). 

The regulat ions agai nst blasphemy wer e included among 
40 

the lioahide l avrs; s everal versions would even i nclude t he 
4J. 

use of subs t i tute names f o:- gentiles . 'Inus the litera-

ture r eports t ha t Pharaoh, Sennacherib, a nd Titu~ were 
42 

puni shed f or their blas4~emy by God. Other gentiles 

were to be decapitated ; they could be tried by one 

judge, needed no uarning given to them, and could be 
43 

found guilty on the evidence of one witness. A gen-

t i le could escape punishment by converting to Juda i sm; 

' hen the much mo~e diff i cult trial procedure had to 
44 

be invoked. 

It seems that cases of bl asphemy v1ere r ar e and tha t 

the people did not cu~se by the Mame of God; the t ex t of 

no such curses h ave come down to 11s • Bl a sphemy of the 

Name of God was not fe e.red even .from those t hat were about 

to b e execu ted by the court, therefor e they were not to · 
45 

be gagged. Wherwer a conflict between the sanctif i-

cati on of the Na.me and i ts pr ofana t i on arose, tt wa s con-

sider ed more import~nt to sanctify it than t o refr a in from 
46 

profana tion. Although the use of substitu~e name s was 
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not lef711y punishable , the of f ender was warned by the 

court. 

I t may be easily seen that the whole matter of cursing 

and profaning t he Na.me of God was important as long as the 

exact pron9unciat i on of t he Na.me was s t i ll commonly known. 

The l ater discussion by the rabbin demonstrates t heir piety, 

but ha s no practical implicat i ons . With this pio'.ls outlook 

they are able to explai n the mar tyrdom of good men, but on 

t he other hand they a l so remain somewhat puzzled by the uses 

of the Divine Na~e i n the Bible . 

The treatment of t he use of the Divine Name and i t s 

disappearance shows us the inter preta t ion of h i s tory gene­

r a l among scholars of this entir e period. They l ooked upon 

it a s s t eadily becoming worse ; each age represented a de­

genera t i on from the previous one . 
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"Scrip t ure equates the curse of r a ther and mother 
1 

wi th tha t of God." This ethica l dictum is followed by 

the rabbis i .n their legislation concerning the cur•s1ng 

o f parents. iVhile el ucidati ng the Biblica l ver se they, 

however, surround it with so many r es tric t ions ,P-0 as it 

make jt a lmos t inoperativ e . Some s ources indicate that 

only when both f a ther and mot'her are cur sed together i s 
2 

the culp~it punishable. Othl rs claimed t ha t only one 

par ty need be cursed; this point of view wa s accept ed f or 
3 

lega l purpose9 J all ch ildren, even hermaphrodites and 
4 

thcs e of doubtful sex, fell within these regulations . 

If a person was of doubtf ul parentage accodring to 

some sources one is liable through cursing either party 
5 

who might be ones father . Others claimed t ha t it was 
7 

necessary to curse both of them together ; while some 

scholars went ru:r~~er and s tated tha t he was a l so not 

11able to punishment at t hat time if he was only worned 

against cur sing one f ather; if he had been given warning 
8 

concer n i ng both pa rtjss , th~ penalty mi ght be invoked . 

Some authorities carried t he matter even rurther and 

sta ted that one may be liabl e bo th during t he life and after 
9 

the death of ones pa r ents I othe!'s would lncl ude t hat person 

who cursed the f a t her or mother o f ones husband 1n his p re-
10 11 

sence . Generally such parties , were not liable; nor dii 

t he liabD.ity extend to gr andparen t s although the matter wa s 



12 
dis cussed. This l aw was thought to be applicable to 

13 
I sraelites alone and not to gentiles and slawes. 

A further restriction was added t o the enforcement o f 

this ordinance through the statement that the curse had 
14 

t o use the Divine Name and not a substitute name} thi s 

wa s reported by R. Ahai b . Jos i ah and R. Haninah b . I d.al 

(T - 4>• R. Me ir (T - 3) would, however, have punished 
1.5 

parties fo: the use of the substitu~e name as well. 
16 

If the party had been pr operly warned, the punish-
17 

men t after t he '.;rial was stoning. Thus t he same penalty 

was i nvoked f or curs i ng ones parents as for cursing God. 

The curs i ng of other parties was also prohibited and 

wa s punishable; following the Bi blical injunct i on ( Ex. 22 :27 ) 
18 

it is forbidden to cur s e the rulor s of t he l and. They 

are to be i ncluded only if t hey occupy themsel ves with the 
19 

t asks of their people. It i s 1n this cormec t l on t hat we 

are told of Herod' s massacre of all the scholars of h l s 

time excep t Baba b . Butha; he had not rea lized that they would 

f ollow the ruler of their l anr and that he did not need to 
20 

fe e.r them. 

These regula~ions were broa dened to a lso i nclude rich 

and powerful men, but t his was not done to protect the honor 

w~! ch was due t o t hem, bu t because the news of ones curse 
21 

might reach their ears. Naturally t he prohib:t ion a -

gai nst curs i ng the deaf (Lev . 19 :1J+) was also menti oned 



22 
sev-era l t:imes . 

23 
The rabbis also prohibi t ed the cursing of any man; 

a statement of the Talmud declared that no nega tive precept 

1h1ch involved no action is punishable t hrough l ashi ngs 

except tbree; one of t hem being t he curs i ng of ones 
24 

neighbor. Furthermore if one curses one s fellowman 

wi th t he Divine Name one is subjected t o t wo puni shment s 

as was repol"ted by R. Eleazar in the name o f R. Osba ia 
25 

(A - 1). The ordi nary punishment of cursing ones fellow-

man was administe:-ed through whipping . The schol ars even 

di s cussed the vase of an I srae lite cursing a slave, but 

no conclusion wa s mentioned; na tlll•ally the curs e of a s l ave 
26 . 

toward an I srae lit e was punished. 

I t is interes ting to note that R. Meir represe"lted the 

strict poi n t of vie•1 both in reg8Xd t o blasphemy and in 

r egard to the curs i ng of parents . An npplica tion ot t ha t 

opinion would have presented a new bas is for these l.a wa 

after the Divine Name bad been forgotten. 
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Up to the 9 rese~t we have concerned ouisselves with 

those types of blessings and curses which th e r abbis made 

subject t o the ir r egul a tions . The common use of the 

bless i ng and ~he curse , however, stood outside the legal 

sphere ; the examples uhich come under this c a t egory are 

more frequent t han the others and are a l so mor e pictu-

resque . We are generall y restric t ed to thos e bless ings 

and curse~ which are used by the scholars themselves ; 

only r arely do they report those of the common people . 

A curse could be rather ligh t l y u sed, so that when 

R. Elie zer found that the audience a t one of his lectures 

was s lowly wander i ng from the hell , he proceeded to call 

them names ; as the l as t individua ls made their way toward 
1 

t~e exit, he cursed them. Our source des i red to pro tect 

the honor of his pupi ls and remarked t ha t the se wer e no t 

students , but onl y or dinary listeners . A curse u: ed upon 

such a slight pretext could obviousl y carry no impl~~ations 

with it . In a similar manner R. Juda b . Ila! {T - 3) curs ed 

an i dolater who had i nsulted h im by sta ting tha t the schola~s 

f ace must ha ve been s~ining due to one of three things -

i ntoxicat i on, usnry, or the breedi ng of p i gs ; R. Juda re-

plied tha t it \·:a s due to the study of the l aw and cursed h im. 

~ben R. I shMael {T- 4> found a Samaritan int er p r e t i ng dreams --whi ch were t old to h im in a r athe r foolish manner , he cursed 

2 



him several times and gave his own interpretation o.f the 
J 

dreams . There is no concern expressed about the eff i cacy 

of t he curse; both the inter pre ter and R. Isbl!lael conti nue• 

just as before . Curses were generally used and were even to 

be erected, so God warn~d Moses that the people would curse 

h im. 

I t was considered as an obligation to bless the 

r i ghteous an2 to curse the wicked. Those who did not do 
5 

so were cons i dered to have violated a positive commandaent . 

Other cases in which a curse was considered quite just!-

fiable were a l s o mentioned ; the \"/Oman whose husband was not 

willing t o prgvide her '7ith the proper ornaments could curse 

tha t husband . 

The incidents in which we are given the actua~ contents 

of a blessi ng or a curse are rather few . We are t old t hat 

the daughter of a pr i est who behaves le ·,dly wi ll brir.g a 

curse upon her father; men will say - cursed be the one ITho 

bego t her, cursed be he who r a ised her, cursed be the one 
7 

from whose l o i ns she sprung . ' n another occassi on we e.re 

told of R. Eleazar ' s curse in which he sta ted - cui·sed be 
8 

the sons of Rokel; .nay their mother bury them. 

told whether t h is curse became effective . 

\'le are not 

In a number of cases the effect of t he curse is men-

tioned . A wol:lan once came before Rabba (BA - 3) and cursed 
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h i m because of a l egal matter . The statement wa s -

may your ship s inkl Although Rabba 's clotm s were 

soaked in water i n order to s tave off the curse, he 
9 

drowned because of the curse. At another tine we 

find t ha t Rab cursed Samuel (BA - 1) with the curse that 

he might have no sons ; sim1J arly the curse took effect 

even though the reason for it was r a t her slight as it 

appears th~. t he had not provided some medi cine qui ckly 
10 

enough. We also find tha t a woman insulted Samuel before 

Rab Judah by st~ting some r a t her unpleasant matters about 

him, so he cursed her and demanded that she be banned; 
10 

she bu rst and died there immediatel y . 

The bless i ng ts spoken of in the same manner, so 

when Rab blessed R. Huna (BA - 2 ) with the blessi: g that he 

migh t one day find himself smothered by silks , we l a t er dis­

cover t hat the bl ess i ng took effect; a. t the wedding of his 

son Rabba (BA - 3) he was smothered in s ilks . This even 

annoyed Rab to some extent for had R. Huna responded with 

the s tatement - the same to yr u , it would have happened 
11 

to Re.b as well . R. Tanhum (A - 5) e%plained a Biblical 

verse in a simila:· manner ; t he verse "the s e s ix grai ns of 

barley gave he to me" (Ruth 3:17) must conta in more than a 
r li teral me~ning ; they refer t o the s ix offspring ' whom she 

is de :-; tined to have - David, the Mess i ah , Danie: , Hannaiah, 

rUshael, and Azar i ah . Full Biblical proof' texts are of 
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12 

cour s e presented. 

A number of t he bless ings which are menti oned f ail 

to repor t the final result . We are told that R. Simon b . 

Sal att a (T - 5) blessed Rabbi ' s son i n a manner which did 

not seem too signi ficant to the boy, bu t had me~ing for 
13 

the f ather . The story of t he travel ler i n the desert who 

des ired to bles s the tree on an onsis which gave him food 

and sh.a.de was told; he bl essed i t by stating - may your 
I 14 

offspr i ngs be similar to you. The rabbi s warn a man from 

bles sing in too public a manner ; one should not bless a 

friend who has be en hospitable i n t he street as this will 
15 

only l ead to his bei ng robbed a s R. Dimi (A - 4> reported. 

The t otal number of blessings which a re menti oned in this 

liter a ture are ver y small; we have no i nci dent of a blessing 
I 

on the deathbed; nor do we find a singel occurence of a 

b lessing g iven by a schola r to h i s disciples . Th,1s th er e 

are no para llels to the famous Bi blical blessinBs o Isaac and 

Jacob . 

The bless ings mentione. in the Bible are of course 

discussed and somewhat embellished i n t he appropr i a te sec-

tions of the Tannai tic JUdrash im and of the Midrash Rabba • 

but t he discussions do not go beyond t his and reveal nothing 

of t he thought of bless i ng and curse during t he Talmudic 

period. '.I.he embell ishments would for exampl e poi n t out that 

the blessing of Moses i s only a continuat i on of t ra t of Jacob 
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16 

this i s proved through Bibli~al verses. At another point 

they list the e i ghteen curs es which I sai ah • a s s aid to 
17 

h~ve pronounced over Israel. 

No s i ngl e poi nt of view regardi ng t he permanence of 

t he bles s i ng or the curse appears to h ave preva iled. It 

i s mentioned tha t because of God 's blessing Ham cannot be 

cursed and Canaan must be cursed in h i s pla ce i this inter­

pretati on was presented by R. Juda b . Ila1 (T - 3), how-
18 

ever R. Hehemi ah presented ano ther one here . R. Alexandr! 

sts. ted, however, that t he power of t hese who bri ng f orth 

their tithes is so great that it can change t he ir curse 
19 

into a blessing. No opini on i s dominant in connec t ion 

v1ith t he story of Bal aam; one source stated t hat through 

the f act t ha t Bal ak intended to curs e I srael through Bal aam 
20 

twenty- f our thousand nen of Isr ael died. Another state-

ment a lso i ndi cated that Isr ael wa s C'.l!'sed as well as bles-

s ed through Bal aam. Elsewhere i t i s r eported tha t Bplaam ' s 

t ongue was even tv1isted by God to utter e. blessing and not 

a curse; therefore Bal aam was onere ly the agen t of God and 
21 

did nothi ne or his own accord. We are a lso tol1 of the 

f eet th1tt nothi ng \Yould grow upon the earth a fter the flood 

Uilt i l some rain h2.d f a l len , f or nothing coul~ grow f rom the 
22 

water ~hich ~e.d been cursed. 

It may be noted t h.a t a mi drash st~ongly felt t he i n-

just ice done in the case of I saac ' s bless i ng and warned 
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Jacob not t o harm Esnu as all of h i s bless i ngs would be 

destroyed thr ough the one powerful blessing given to Esau 
23 

(Gen. 27:40 a). 

The effect of t he ble ss i ng or the curse might be 

immedia te or might only b e felt at a much later time; we 

are pre s ented with the same dual interpretation as in the 

case cf the su spected adultress. In the cases of Rabba 

and R. Huna the effect wa s s oon felt es a l so happened 

with a curse of Rab Judah. 'l'he effect of the cu:-s e of 

Rab upon Samuel, or o f the bles2 i n g giv en to Ruth wer e not 

felt until a much l ater time . We are also told that the 

curse of Deut . 11 :16 did not take place unt il t he time of 
24 

Ahab, whi le the blessing \7hich Elijah Gave to Elisha did 

not effec t the l a tter until Naaman, the leper , came to 
25 

be healed by him. 

Curse s and bless ings were considered to be e:fective 

long ?er i ods of time after they h ad been given, but we 

are there ~ainly inforned o f them as uttered by God . These 

have been discussed previous~y . 

:Je find a rather comnon proverb also us ed in this liter-

atUI•e ; blessings are supposed to bring a dditional blessings 

in tieir tra in , but no concre te examples are Riven by the 
26 

rabbis . It wa s a lso claimed t hAt blessi~gs and cur ses 

\7er e always e;i ven in equal amounts ; this is proven through 

Biblic~l quotati ons . 27 
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The belief in t he b l es s i ng and the curse appe ars to 

have been sut'fic ient ly strong to permit s ome r ather force­

ful s t a tements to be made . It was s a i d that a curse uttered 
28 

by a sage , even wi thout any good caus e would be valid . 

A• proof f or this a sserti on t he story of David' s attempt to 

halt t he floodwa ters ris i ng from the place of the foundation 

of the Temple was told . He desired to know whe t her it was 

permis s able to stop t he flood thr ough throwing a pot sherd 

with t he Name of G<>d upon i t into the deep ; b e cursed anyone 

who was able to answer h im, but would no t do so to death thrcbugh 

suf focat i on . Ahi tophel r easoned tha t it was permitted a f ter the 

curse had be en spoken, but nonethele ss be was subjec t t o it 

and t~ er~fore died of s uff~cation {II SBl!l. 17:32) I t was a l so 

claimed t !'!.at Vlherever the s 0 ges cast their gl ance t here death 
29 

wa s t o be f ound i f any evil had occur r ed i n that pl a ce . 

R. Isaac ev~n claimed tliat t he cur se of an ordinany man should 

no t be tre_ ted 1ig~ tly ; it was t ol d t~at Abimel ech cursed SAr ah 

ano tha t the curse was f ul f ill ed upon Isa ac and caus ed his 

bl i ndnes s { Gen . 20 : 16 ) . 

I t seeos t h-! t on occas i on 9. cn-•se could be t urned upon 

t l-ie par t y who spoke 1 t; when I>a.r Shes hak cu rsed Rab .Ja {BA - J ) 

wi th th e wor ds - may t he eye burst which wishes to see evil of 

you - in a s ::r cast ic n 2.nner , Rab ba res, onded Amen lnd Bo.r She sh<tk 1 s 
30 

eye burst on t 11e spot . Had Bar Sl-ieshak worded his S;a teme?_t 

wi t h grea t e r care t he cu •se mi ght have be en avoi ded. 



A curse ~ould a lso be placed upon anot~er party. 

\,'e are told that Benaiah \Yarned Solomon, who int ended to 

slay him, t hat a ll the curses v1hich David had pronounced 

upon him would take eff ect upon Solomon if he slew him. 

They took effect as Benaiah had warrmd accordi ng t o the 
31 

Ag; adic verli~n. This uncerta inty as to the final 

result of a curse led men as Rab and Rab Judah (A -1) 

to state that i t wa s bet t er to le t your self be cursed than 
3£:. 

to curse another o en . 

I t seet~s r a thcr clear tha t b less i ngs and curses were 

only t aken very s erious ly when they occurr ed in t he Bible; 

there the schola ~s tell us that they were unchangeable and 

t hat their ef fect mieh t be felt centuries l ater or even 

p erm~nently. These were mainly blessings an d curses pro­

nounced by Go~ h imself, or spoken through an agent for h im. 

In a fe\7 cas es in this l itera ture t ho curse was t aken 

seriously, but t he number of which \7e a r e told .i s so small 

that it is not pos s ible t o ascert a in whether these were be -

lieved a s facts or whethe:- they were Merel y p1;,sented to 

enhance t he r eputa t i on of one rabbi whi l e humbling th~. t of 

another . Qui t e frequently BiblicPl verses and tales were 

presented i n s uch a pure l y mi dra shic manner t hat only a 

s l1i-htly super st i t i ous element about the ne. ture of the 

blessing a~d t he curse r ema ined. One could not , however , 

conclude tha t there was a stronc feeling about their 

l. 
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eff icacy trom t hese few examples . 



1. Betza 15 b. 

2. Ecc . Rabba 8 :1. 

3. Lam. Rabba 1 :15. 

4. Ex. Rabba 7:3 . 

5. Gen. Rabba 49 :1. 

6. Sabbath 62 b . 

7. Sanhedrin 52 a . 

8 . ~a Ba-:.hra 156 b . 

9 . Baba Bathra 153 a . 

10. Sabbath 108 ~, Nedarim 50 b. 

11. Megilla 27 b. 

12 . Sanhedrin 93 a , b . 

lJ. Moed Katon 9 b . 

14. Taanith 5 b , 6 a . 

15. Arachin 16 a . 

16. Sifre B' rocho 33 :1. 

17. Chagiga 14 a . 

18 . Gen . Rabba 36 :7. 

19. Ex. Rabba 41:1. 

20 . Num. Rabba 20 :22 . 

21 . ~. Rabba 4 :3, Num. Rabba 20 :21. 

22. Gen. Rabba 33 : 7. 

23. ~eut . Rab ba 1:16. 

24. Sanhedrin 113 a . 

25. Chullin 7 b . 
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26. Lev . Rabba 15 :7. 

27. ~ 38 b. 

28. Maccos 11 a, Sanhedrin 90 b, Berachoth 56 a . 

29. Sota 46 b, Chagiga 5 b, Moed Ka.ton 17 b, Nedarim 7 b. 

30. Aboda Zara 65 a . 

31. Sanhedrin 48 b. 

32. Ibid. 

I . 
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The curs e wa s often ut~lized a s a means of enJ'orci ng 

r abbinical deci s i ons or opinion; i t functi orad as a method 

of controling l aw «\nd cus t om. It must h ave b9en a r ather 

powerful weapon in t~e hands of the rabb is i f any eelief 1n 

the efficacy of the curse was widely held during this peri od. 

These scholars u t 1lize1 j t to encourage s tudy; anyone 
1 

w1'o di d not do so was to be cursed , or one ~"lhO studied in 
2 

a careles~ manner was l ed to e xpect a curse from his teacher . 

I t appear ed t o be qui te f i tt ing to curse those who instr ucted 

their pupils w~th wrong l nterpretat.i ons , so we ar e told that 
3 

J oab cursed his teacher for this reason . Accordi ng to the 

opinion of some rabbis certa in ffiat ters were not t o be the sub­

jec t of S!8 Culat1on or instruction. R. Samuel b . Nahmani 

(A - 3) reported in th~ name of R. Jonathan thRt anyone who 

made ca lculati ons concerning the end of tlmes should be cursed; 

the secti on i n which this sta t ement is found cont~ ins many 
4 

such calcul ~tions . 

The mat ter ~as , however , c~rried much further, so tha t 

we often find scholars cursLg the deci s i on of anot her 

man ,·11th \1hom they did not happen to agree . I t was told 

t ha t R. lfahman c·1rsed ell those who made decisi ons accordi ng 

t o the op inion of R. Eleazar b . Azaria (T - 2); nevertheless 

it \Vas r eported t ha t the halach a fol l vwed t he decis i on of 
s 

R. Eleazar b . Azari a . The pages of t h is l itera t •.ll'e a re 
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f i lled \71th numer ous cases or o. similar na ture; on 

another occassion we f i nd R. Simon b . Abahu cursed by 
6 

Abaye (BA - 4>• Rab (BA - 1) cur sed the decision of 

a Tanna a s well as j oini ng with R. Jud.a in cursi ng a 
7 8 

ruling of R. Simoni we also find Rab cursed by R. Johanan. 

This type of curse was used without respect or person 

through the entire peri od of t he Talmud ; ma ny other exam­

ples could b 0 gi ven, bu t all of t hem fo l low the same pat-

t ern . Gener ally no reason f or t~e curse is given . This 

t ype of curse app3ars to have had no eff ect upon t he choice 
9 

6f t11e f inal halacha . 

As ide from the use of the curse with legal decisions 

-:re f i nd it mentioned frequently wi t h c\latoms which were no t 

approved by t he rabbis. Anyone who said h i s prayers at the 
10 

tine of t e last disappearance of the sun was cursed . 

Habina (BA - 6 ) reported in t he name of R. Hisda ( BA - 3) / 

t'-.a. t anyone who sear ched for water for the purpose of 

cle~ning his hands when dus t wa s available was to be cu r -
11 

sed. A man who delegated the task of sayi ng grace af ter 

the meal to his slave or his wife was cursed as he would 

rea lly be n~ glecti~5 a commandmer.t according t o a Tannaitic 
12 

source . l"ar more serious matte:-s ;yere also dealt with in 

thi s manner; H. I shmael b . Jose (T - 4> would curse anyone 

who ut ilized t he method of investigat ion or blood of 

R. Raninah; his use of the method was accept ed as he was 
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13 

es pecially skilled in this matter. We l e arn from a 
14 

Tannaitic source tha t those persons who r aised deg s 
15 

or p~ were to be curse~~ Simil arly anyone who t augh t 

Greek fell under a curse ; it i s not clear \Yhe ther this 

remark has reference to the language o~ t o Greek customs . 

The l a st three curses ment i oned r ose from an avers ion f or 

any matter even slightly connected with pagan cus toms . --­

We a l so find personal 1119. tte~s falling withi n the 

scope of this type of curse . R. Judah felt concerned 

over the poor f a ther of a rich son; he cursed any son who 

would dishonor his fa ther by feeding him from t he t i thes 
17 18 

Rab (A - l) which wer e norma lly des i gnated for the poor . 
19 

and R. Joshua b . Levi (A - 1) 

themselves sexually. 

cursed those who a r oused 

Certa in other actions were to be avoided so t lu:.t a curse 

might not fall upon the pa rty concerned. One shou}d not 

cut the cor nc;rs of the field wrich weri::' normally left f or 

t"1e poor even if t here v1as l it t le chance that the poor 

mi t;ht hRrves t t heir portion ; • therwise a man Pl ssing the 
2:, 

field might curse its owne1~. R. El6azer b . J ose (T - 4) 
s t a ted ti.i:i t one should not arbitra te sett letlents to avoid 

21 
t ;_e pos s i b i lity of being cursed. 

Matters which nere permitted in some p l ace s and pro­

hibited in others should general l y be avoi ded, so Rab (A - 1) 

cursed th ose who would s ow flax on Purim which fell i nto 
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t h is category. 

The curse wa s a l so wed with a me t hod of punishment which 

was !'requently i nvoked; it was generally connec t ed with 

excornm,mi cati on . The s ubject of t he ban has been trea ted i n 

deta i l in several monographs; its development , its histori­

ca l backgr ound, and its implicat i ons would necessitate a 

!!!ere ··eta i led dis c .;ss i on t han i s '1a r:-anted by this paper . 

The cw-se ·1t•as used in t he ceremony of excommunication and 

wa s subject t o all the r egulations connected with i t; a full 

t reatment of this subjec t would l ead us i nto areas far 

r emoved from the main topic of t his paper . It mi ght be 

inter es ting to no te t'1at a son was permitted to curse his 

parents if he was ordered to do so by t~e court in this 

ceremony ; this could, however , onl y be allowed in a ca s e 
23 

of bl a sphemy. 

The use of t he curs e in connecti on with the b3.Il wa s 

ful l y regul '\ ted, but t he use of t 11e curs e for t he puppos e 

of the regul a t ion of custom or of enf orcine a deci s i on of 

a particul ar s.ehola r was fr ee f rom a ll regulati on. 
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This s ect ion i s t o dea l with the meaning of t he 

bl e ss ing and t he curse; it will concern itse lf wi th th eir 

conten t s during this per i od. I t will be f ound t hat t he 

s ame elements wh ich webe emphasized dur i ng Biblical t i mes 

continue t o be s t ressed in th is litera ture J this may of ten 

be traced to t he i nfl uence of the Bi blical verse \'Ti t h wh i ch 

a s ta t ement wa s connected. T!1e pattern is , however , too 

c l ear t o a ttr ibut e i t t o thi s cause alone . 

The mai n emphasis of the bles sing and the curse i s 

on f er t ility ; t her e is no di f ference betwe en t he bl essin~s 

2nd curses of God or of man in r egard t o th is ma t t er . 

Interest i n agr icul t ur al f e r t ility jas well a s hume.n 

f erti_ity was frequentl y expre s sed. Obed Edom was to be 

b l es sed t m•ough the f act that t he eight daughte~s -in-law 
1 

of Hamoth were t o ha ve sextupl e t s. God wa s supposed to 

wa tch each man until t he age of twenty- one to di 5cover 

whether he wi l l !?l.arry or not ; a fte r t ha t age Be cui :es 
2 

hi m. R. Tanhum (A - 5) s t a ted t 11at anyone who has no wife 
3 

l i ves ".i thout blessi ng ; n. J udah modified this stat el!len t 

a l ittle by tea chi ng h is s on that a man c:m only f ini 
4 

pl e as .tre in his first wif e. The bles s i ng (Deut . 28 :6) 
5 

was interpreted t o r efer to s exual matters . Accordi ng 
6 

to l egend Sams on was bl es s ed wi t h s pecia l virili ty. All 

of the s e statement s demonstr a te u great conce:1 n abou t 

f ert il i t y . This di d no t h i nder t he scholars f rom i nter-



preting the curse upon childb irth pl a ced upon Eve 

(Gen . ) :16) as having effect upon a ll but the most 
1 

righteous women. They explained the wor ds which com-

manded fertility17"7,A ili''?17 as refer r i ng to the 

p~in Vlbicb a woman may endure through two tres of blood, 

t hat or menstruati on and that of virginity. 

The curse of Noah wa s caused by the f act that he 

desired a~other son to serve him and was unable to beget 
I 

onearter his castration; ther ef ore he cursed Canaan to 

eternal servitude according t o R. Berekiah (A - 5) and 
9 

R. Euna (A - 4>• Although the Bible tells us tha t the 

granting of a son to Abraham was the greates t blessing 

given to him as it enabled the other bles sings of God 
10 

to be fulfilled, R. Meir (T - 3) would s ee his tlessing 
11 

in having no daughter s. 

Agricultural f ertility wa s mentioned t'requen·;ly as 

the content of a bless ing . The s cholars sought to dis -

cover the na ture of J acob's bles si ng to Pharaoh; they con-

eluded that he b lessed him w. th the s t atement - may t he 
12 

River Nile rise to your f eet. Certa inly no bless i ng would 

be more welcome in Egypt . As water was t he principal agent 

of f ertil ityfrequentl y l acking in the Near East, all f orms 

of water, de,v, or r a in were called signs of blessing. We 

ar e told tha t if t he month of Nisan pas sed wit~out r a infall, 
13 

it was consider ed as a curse . Rain was considered a 



blessing at all times 
14 

except during t he festival of Sukkos, 
15 16 

on the eve of the Sabbath, and early in the morning; 

during those periods it was cons i dered a curse . Everything, 
17 

includinG even t he fish, was blessed thr ough r ain. It 

s eems quite applBpria te therefore, that the sages equate 

with the Torah; at another time dew is compared with 
19 

rain 

Israel. 

The curses and blessings connected with the story of 

the Paradise are explained i n an interesting manner: the curse 

upon the earth i s explained a s referring to ten f amines which 
20 

will occur in the future. Another interpreta tion given 

by R. Isaac or Magdella indicates t hat the earth shall bring 

forth accursed creatures such as gnats, fleas , midges, e tc . 

which might, however, be profitable if they were of suff i cient 
21 

1ze to be sold. Here we a lso f ind the old Midrash which 

states that the world was created with the letter ~ so that 

the world might surv i ve through blessing, while it would 

have been cursed had it been created with the letter /c at 
22 

t he beginning of the account . 

Other matters were a l so mentioned in the blessings . Moses 

blessed the people by wishi ng t hat the Shechina might rest 
23 

upon their work. J ob was blessed thr ough a doubling of his 
24-

\Vea l th accordi ns to Elisha (T - 2). ~ emphasis which was 

placed on the blessing of peace in connection with the 
25 

priestl y blessing has al ready been mentione d . In the 
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interpretation of t hat bless ing we find almost all 

possible blessings ment1one4 and connec ted t o it ~brough 

t he use of Biblical quota tions. 

Throughout this literatur e t he onl y symbol which is 

constattly used as a source of a curse is the serpent. Joshua 

was report ed to have cursed t he Gibeonites (Josh. 9:22 t.) 

wi th the reward of the serpent as they h ad acte4 in t he man-
26 

ner of the serpent. The s erpent was supposed to have 
27 

introduced slander into t he world. According t o Rab 

(BA - 1) her main puni shment consisted 1n having to carry 
28 

her young l onger than any other animal proportionally. 

We find fertility t o be a lmost t he only i tem emphasi zed 

1n the contents of the blessings and curses of this period. 

T'ne remaining matters are only mentioned occass i onally. 
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3. Yebamoth 62 b. 

5. 
6. 
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Sota 10 a. -
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7. Sota 12 a, Lev. P..a.bba 34:8. -
8. Erubin 100 a, Yebamoth 62 a. 

9• Gen. Rabba 36:7. 

10. Bum. Rabba 2:12 r. 
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12. Num. Rabba 12:2. 

13. Taanith 1:7. 

14• Taanith lsl. 
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16. Taanith 6 b. 

17. Daat.Rabba 7:6. 

18. Baba Kama 17 a, Gen. Rab~ 41=9· 

19. gen. Rabba 39:8. 

20 . Gen. &abba 25:3. 

21. Gen. Rabba 5;(end). 

22. ?Sen. Ilabba 1 :101 Yerushal.m.i Chaggiga 8 b. 

23. Sif re Pinchos 28:8. 

24. Ruth Rabba 6 :4. 

25. Sifre Boso, see al so Deut . &abba 5:15. 
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26. Num. Rabba 8:4. 
27. Nwn. Rabba 19:22. 

28. Berachoth 8 a. 



According to the thought of this time the blessing 

and the curse were inherent in some persons or it was 

preferred tha t they be bestowed by certain persons. 

Ever ything was blessed through Moses because of bis great 
1 

trus t worthiness ; it was only nhen Moses and Aaron to-

gether blessed the people that the Shechina rested upon 
2 

t heir bands . Dur ing the life of the Patriarchs the seed 

and the l and ~ere blessed, but after their dea th famine 

struck t he land; furthermore they bore t heir blessings 
3 

with themJ Joseph :'_s included :ln this ca tegory• Of 

course the fact that Israel is to be a blessing unto all 
4 

t he nations is embellished and often lnterpreted. 

The curse of a rriend of ·the Jews was suppos ed to be 

better f or them than the blessing of their enemy; tbP curse 

~r Ahijah the Shilonite was 1n this case preferred over 

t he bles sing of Balaam accord~ng to R. S8.!!luel b. Hahmani 
5 

(A - 3) • Another author! ty w,ould differ from t his poil!t 

of v iew and declared that the 'blessings of Balaam were t o 

be fulfilled in t his world wh1le those of t he j)a trie.rchs 
6 

would not see rulfillment unt il t he world t o come. 

When the scholars mentioned l a ter personages they 

stated t hat t he Temple and the Temple servi ce had been 
7 

especially blessed durlng t he time of Simon the Just. 

They also spoke with admirati on of Joshua b. Gamaliel 

as a blessed man through whom the Torah had been saved. 
B 
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\'fuenevcr Hadrian was mentioned in this literature, he 
9 

was named the accursed. Ther e is a Mid.rash which 

connects many Biblical figures who were blessed and 
10 

cursed t hrough a series of Biblical verses, but it 

serves no purpose other than this . 

Al t hough individuals were mainly associated with the 

bless i ng and the curse, it was also used t o designate whol e 

groups. The am ho-oretz was cons idered in the s ame 
11 

category as the accursed beasts by some scholars; this 

sta tement, however , ~omes from a pass age which is fil l ed 

with exaggerati ons. R. Jeremiah b. Eleazar (A - 4) sta ted 

t ha t during the time Babylonia was cursed her neighbors 

were cursed also, but when Samaria was cursed, her 
12 

neighbors were blessed. The emanci pat ed slave was 

still considered to be cursed through t he curse of Noah, 

and was not to be married for this r eason; i n regard t o 

marr i age an emancipated slave Vias t o b e pl aced in a l ower 

ca tegory than a proselyteJ this view was expressed bJ 
13 

R. Zadok (~ - 1) and R. Simon b . Yt cha i (T - 3). 

T'ne curse \'las associated with individuals and wi t h 

groups , but only ra!9el 7 w1th any rite . We are told t hat 

R. J oshua b . Levi (A - 1) desired t o curse a sectarian Vlho 

annoyed h i m; the s cholar took a cock pla ced it between t he 

l egs of h is bed and p l anned to wa it until the comb of the 



cock became white and it stood on one leg . This was 

to occur at davm; then he would cu_•se him, but the 

teacher decided t hat this was not t he pr oper manner in 
14 

which to act. R. Berekiah (A - 5) 1 R. Helbo (A - 4), 
R. A1bo (A - 4>, ahd R. Samuel b. Rahmani (A - J) reported 

that t he heathens blasph emed in a c ertain manner whm 

t~1ey entered the Temple• They placed t he i r hands behind 

t heir ne ck, turned their f aces upward, scratched the floor 
15 

with their boots , and bl asphemed. This does not report 

anything of a J ewish rite , however. 

The manner i n whi ch a blessing was to be bestowed was 

a lso not mentioned often. R. Isaac reported that one was 

to bless only objects which were hidden from sight ; other 
16 

scholars agreed ~1 th this decision. Actually the matter is 

ever really 4iscussed. 

The place of blessing \Vas traditionally linked with 
17 

t he Templei this thought is not fully developed, howev er. 

The idea is expressed 1n a ne gative manner as wel l by R. 

Simon b . G3.mli el (T - 3) who sta· ed tha. t since the destr uv-

tion of the Temple no day he.d passed without the occurence 
18 

of a curse ; Rabba (BA - 3) would claim that the curses be-
19 

came mor e severe each da y. 

The scholars of this period we!1 e not concerned w1 th the 

manner of bestowa l of a bles s ing or a curse \Vhich wo.s not con-

nee ted with the ritual; they al so had no interest in 

de nigna t ing any pl ace as es~ecially eff ective f or t h em. 
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The conclusions which may bA drawn from the material 

pres ented in this paper will be discussed 1n this chapter • 

. It may be readily seen that there is no possibility of 

treating this subject in a chronological manner. Large 

segments or the material cannot be dated more precisely 

than Tannaitic or Amoraic; the evidence for this division 

is not always certain. The precise assignment ot a state­

ment to a scholar of one generation within these strata is 

often not possible as it may be reported of a scholar in 

one generation while being the subject of discussion ot 

men living centuries later. One might assume that a state­

ment which was transmitted through several generations was 

of some importance to the men in each generation. 

Ther e aeema to be no pattern ot the use ot t he blessing 

a d the curse during this period; one is not able to point 

to one age or to one school and state that the blessing and 

t he curse occurred with greater trequency than at other 

times. Both are used throughout the period under discussion; 

the thought expressed of them in ~ ~eir legal or in t heir 

common use di d not change materially !"rom one age to another. 

It is also not possible to point to any ap~reciable difference 

between t he use of the blessing and the curse in Babylonia 

and in Palestine. 

Many contrasting points of view ar e found in the manner 



12 

that the rabbis treat these phenomena, but we do not 

possess au1"ficient material of one gemrration, one school, 

or one scholar to be able to draw conclusions regarding 

them with any degree of certainty. At times the views 
I 

of a single •eacher contradict themaelf, but this is 

not unlikely when one considers the possibility of in­

correct transmission of the text as well as the fact that 

much or the treatment was homiletical and therefore not 

subject to the strict discipline or logic. 

It might be possible to discover valid conclusions it 

this phenomena were treated as one among many others. Then 

one would be able to draw conclusions about smaller periods 

of time within this whole age. 

It is also not possible to approach t he problem tram 

a linguistic point of view as has already been noted in the 

opening pages of this essay. A wide variety of phrases 

and words are used especially with the curse, but they of­

ten vary considerably among different versions of the same 

st.atement. Until critical texts <. r all of this literature 

is available it will not be possible to treat the subject 

from this point of view. Some critical editions have been 

prepared, but they only extend to a small segment of this 

literature. 

The major interest of the scholars of this period did 

not lie in the treatment of the blessing and the curse of 
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their own time, but in that of Diblioal times. The matter 

is handled in a manner similar to that ot other phenomena 

as the miracle; the period ot trequent oocurence appears 

to have been in the past. Whenever persons who have been 

especially blessed or cursed are mentioned a Biblical 

figure is cited. They mentioned Balaam, David, Abraham, 

Ruth, and many others numerous times, but a figure who lived 

a little closer to their own period is only rarely named. 

All of these phenomena - the miracle, the blessing, the 

curse - were much more vital during another and better 

period ot history 1n which God was in constant direct 

contact with man; the present age seemed to be separated 

1'rom those times by a deep gult. The blessings and curses 

of God which are mentioned in the Bible are the subject ot 

far mo- 9 detailed discussion than those ot man; t hey appear 

much more significant to the scholars of this age and are 

widely embellished with legends. The close ties of these 

rabbis to the Bible ar e bbvioua in almost every statement 

as all invariably close with a Biblica' citation; this is 

true of t he entire literature with the exception ot the 

Misbna which omits such references in its effort to be 

concise. This is not peculiar to the blessing and the 

curse, but may be seen in connection with almost every 

subject discussed by these men. 

The ritual use of the blessing and t he curse appear 
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to be handled with extreme care and respect. Whenever 

possible the rituals were explained so that they would 

c ontain meaning for that time, otherwise they were sUJr 

rounded with so many embellishments that they became in­

operative. The priestly blessing is pictured •s a strictly 

regulated ritual in which all elements ot treedom and si.m­

plici ty are removed from it. It was a significant ceremony 

1n the Temple ritual and was transferred to the synagogu• 
I 

where it remained as the privelege ot the priests. No 

concern whatsoever about the deeper meaning or the etficacy 

of the blessing is expressed; the concern of the scholars 

is limited to ritual matters. When the contents of the 

blessing are discussed, it is carried out 1n a completely 

Midrashic manner which limits itselt to expanding the con­

tent, but does not delve more deeply into the matter. The 

treatment accorded to the priestly blessing does not ditfer 

from that given to any other verse except 1n length. 

The trial by. ordeal of the suspected adultress could not 

be trea ted so simply by the sch.,lars; it had to be retained 

as it was to be round in the Bible, ye t it was completely 

unintelligible to their time. The problem was approached 

from two points of view; t he one stated that the Diblical 

ideas concerning it were still valid and that the effect s 

ther e described would occur and would even come about 1.m-

media tely. The other approach interpreted it in such a 



15 
vague manner that it ceased to have any value at all. 

Ir the results wer e thought to rollow immediately the 

ritual would satisfy the jealous husband and might have 

s ome effect irlspite or skeptics, but if its effect 

might not be relt until many years l a ter it would cer­

tainly lose all or its value. No one could believe in such 

a ritual and it would neither f"righten a woman into a con­

fession, n~r satisfy a jealous husband; only t he outer 

form or the rite could thererore be continued. 

The laws r egarding the cursing or parents and of no­

tables were made inoperative 1n a similar manner. They 

were subject to so many restrictions that t~eir enforce­

ment became an impossibility. ~e power of the officials 

of t he community 1n many cases was undoubtedly al~o r a ther 

limited and so was t heir ability to en.t'orce their legal 

decisions; this would be especially true 1n Palestine. 

Although the subject of blasphemy was treated at 

l ength by these scholars. this was an entirely vac~us 

discussion as t hey limited bl1.sphemy to a Divine Name 

which had been for gotten at t he time of t he de s t:-uct ion 

of the Temple. Daring an ear l ier peri od it wa s of impor­

t ance, so that t he sta tements of the Mishna and other 

Tannaitic sources would dea l with a r eal problem. 

Within~ the entire group of ritual bl ess ings and curses 

thoe e of Mount Ebal and Mount Gerizim r emain puzzling. 



The matter is descr ibed at some length in the Mishna; the 

meaning of the ceremony is never dsicussed, but emphasis 

is r a ther placed upon the manner in which the blessing and 

curse were to be bestowed. Other vitally important occassiona 

in the religiou.s history of Israel are not the subject of 

such detailed treatment; neither the gt-anting of the ten 

comman3ments, nor the final blessing of Moses is treated in 

such a mannet-. Th.is may be due to the fact that these . 

blessings and curses were commanded to be pronounced; there­

fore they were treated as any other commandment. It would 

seem that the blessing and the cu"se pronounced upon these 

mountains was a tradit.ional sanction against the social 

crimes mentioned in the statements. Their formulation in 

this manner would have been of greater significance in an 

earlier period, but the manner in which the material is pre­

sented in this literature would indicate that nothing meaning­

ful is discussed here. A tradition of the past has been given 

on, but no concer n with the efficacy or the content of these 

verses has been shown by any o~ · the scholars. 

The basic emphasis upon the content of the blessing and 

the curse did not change since liiblical times; t he major 

concern of this period still remains fertility, both agri­

cultural and human; this remained a great mystery concerning 

which one might utter wishes. Blessings which were vague in 

the Bible were interpreted as referring to fertility. Al-

I 

most every statement is in some manner connected with fertility. 
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As we turn our attention to the blessings and cuPses 

treated 1n a non-legal and non-ritual manner, we discover 

that only one category really exists; there are curses, 

but virtually no blessings. The blessing was no longer 

used as a formula of greet!~, nor do we find the recor d 

of any blessing granted upon the dea thbed of a father or 

of a grea t l eader. In these matters the rabbis did not fol­

low t he BibliCb.l examples. Blessings, wishes for good, seem 

to have lost their appeal; the last example of a blessing 

granted upon t he deathbed seems to be that of Jlattathiua 

in the books of llaccabees. This is probably one reason 

f or t he many differen t phrases which are connec t ed with the 

cur ses used in this literature while only one word of 

blessing is used. The cu~se, as the •evil incl1natio:1 •, 

is much more · pictureaque and therefore appears to be 

treated a little more thor oughlyJ 

I 

An examination of t he curses shows us that the agent 

to whom t hey were addressed f or fulfillment was never men­

tioned. We do not find the name r f God, a substitute name, 

the name of an angel, or of a form of nature ever invoked. 

The legislation of t h3 Mishna. would indica te that s uch usages 

were once comm.o~, but of such uses not a single example has 

been repor ted to us. If the word had s pecial 3ign1ficance 

1 t would seem very likely t hat it would be invoked ;•herever 

possible. This is a lso contrary to the Biblical usage as 
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the Bame of God was t'requently utilized in connection with 

oaths and with conditional curses. In this matter the curses 

of this li terature also differ from those of their gen-

til e contemporaries, especially those of the Romans, who 

frequently invoked their deities. 

A view or all t he material trea ted in this literature 

would indicate t hat there was no strong belief in the 

efficacy of the ~lessing or the cur se, at least among 

the scholars who recorded this material. Blessings and 

curses were effectiv~ in the past, but t hat did not in­

fluence the belief of the rabbis. The ve ry few occassions 

upon which we are t old or the outcome or a bless ing or 

a curse may rat~er easily be attributed to the desire to 

increase or dim.1n1sh the reputation of a particular sch.,lar. 

At other times matters of efficacy are mentioned in a 

humdrous manner which cert ainly does not demonstra te a 

strong belief in the power of the spoken word. The ques­

tion of efficacy is actuslly never discussed with t he ex­

ception of t he case of t he suspecte·l adultress. Even 1n 

connection with the ban the curse does not appear t.o b~ 

t he force which gives it effect; t he effectiveness of some 

t ypes of ban is also r a t her doubttul as many of t he regula­

tions concerning them demonstrate that they may have been 

lifted as easily as t~ey were pronounced . In any case 

the l ighter form of ob jection to a decision of another 



scholar, the pronouncement of a cur se against him, had no 

effect at all. The material available does not permit ua 

to draw any conclusions regardi~ the thoughts ot the 

common people in connection with the blessing or the curse. 

In conclusion 1t should be added that study 1n this 

field will remain difficult as long as no critical edi­

tions of many of the works of the period are readily 

available. A further obstacle placed into the path of a 

student is the lack or adequate ind,ces to major portions 

of t h is litera ture . These factors are undoubtedly res­

ponsible for the fact that almost no secondary litera t ure 

on specific questions of this period exists. 
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