Ekev, 5762

Two contradictory themes occupy the beginning of Parshat Ekev:  

On the one hand we are told on three occasions that the way to achieve closeness with God is by limiting our food.  Lo al halechem levqaado yichyeh ha-adam, man does not live by bread, ki al kol motsa pi hashem yichyeh haadam, man survives only on what comes out of the mouth of God.  And twice in the first half of the parshah, Moshe states, I went up to Sinai for forty days, velechem lo achalti umayim lo shatiti, and for forty days I did not eat bread or drink water.  The way to achieve a Sinai experience is by limiting our dependence upon food. 

On the other hand, in this same portion, the Jews are also promised rewards if they properly fulfill the mitzvoth.  What are these rewards?  A major theme is the gift of an abundance of food.  God will give us the fruit of our land, a great supply of grain, and wine.  God will bring us into a land blessed with “chitah, seorah, gefen, taeinah, rimon, zayit, shemen, u-devash.”  If we are striving for a spiritual high why is God blessing us with the very things we are separating ourselves from?

The answer lies in another theme in the first half of this week’s parshah—the theme of the mon.  God reminds us that in the desert the Jews were blessed with spiritual bread.  When the Jews ate the mon right away they realized that the purpose of food was to bring them closer to God spiritually and to appreciate God’s blessings.  The Midrash says that this mon was given to us on account of the merit of Moshe’s deeds.  Mon was the ultimate spiritual bread, it was food directly linked with God.  What the Midrash means is that since Moshe was able to conquer his physical needs and come close to God by refraining from bread so too, we were blessed with having bread that helps us spiritually unite with God.

Now the Jewish people were about to enter the land of Israel.  They no longer would have the spiritual example of Moshe.  They no longer would have the mon.  What the Jewish people needed to understand now is that they needed to carry the lesson of the mon with them into the land of Israel—the lesson that food is not merely to provide physical sustenance but to be one of the primary vehicles towards approaching God spiritually. 

