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Blessings & Punishments Through Wine

In this week’s Torah portion, we read of the song that God had commanded
Moses to (Deut. 31:19):
teach it to the people of Israel; put it in
their mouths, in order that this poem may  nQ'win *77n'nn |vn7 0p'oa
be My witness for the people of Israel. 7N 1122 TY7 NN
In describing this song, which has become known as Ha’azinu for its
opening word, Rabbi Moses ben Nahman (1194-1270) (popularly known as
Ramban) wrote (NNTD NY'WiN NN 02712702 NAWI N"T,0”:N"7 0NAT 7V 1"2aM):
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It is called "a song" because Israel would

recite it with singing and melodies. It was

also written in the style of a song, since

songs are written with interruptions, ninij7na 70970 0N21anY!

indicating the places of chanting. nnwan
Throughout this song, we read of several references to wine and drinking.
What are they, and what do they tell us about good times and bad times, as
reflected through wine?

Drinking the Blood of Grapes for Wine
The first of these mentions occurs during the first half of this poem, as
described by two-time guest of The Jewish Drinking Show, Dr. Rabbi Zev
Farber, who wrote: “The first half of Ha’azinu is relatively straightforward:
When the nations were being given their territories, [God] chose Israel to
be His people (vv. 8-9). In fact, He had found them in a wasteland and
brought them to His own lush land (vv. 10-14)” ("Haazinu: The Song’s
Enigmatic Climax"). At the conclusion of this being in a lush land, we read
that the song includes that the Jews (Deut. 32:14):
Drank the blood of grapes for wine. NNTNAYR v 0T

What does this wine reference mean? Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki (1040-1105)
(popularly known as Rashi) described this verse as saying (0MaT 7v "'vn
21V 0T AT, M)

You shall drink good wine, and taste wine of 1" DViLI2i0 )" NNIiY NN
afine and good quality. UYn
Rashi further wrote on this verse, describing this wine word (0M2a7 7V '"vN

annn"T,Tmar):
“Wine” in Aramaic is nn. This is not the name N ,"NN" 'MN w72 "
of an actual substance, but rather a term of 1iE7 N7N 12T DY T
praise for its taste — like vinous in French. V72 wi™i,0yoa nawn
In addition to Rashi having mentioned a high quality of wine, Rabbi
Abraham ben Meir Ibn Ezra (1089-1167) described this wine blessing as a
high quantity of wine (nnwn N"T,77:2"7 DMAT 7V KTV |AN):
The meaning is, as if speaking to a friend: “It 11"an7 127> DvoNI
is so abundant that you will drink wine at all mwnw 1NN 27D
times.” ny ‘7571 nn
Building off of ibn Ezra’s notion of an abundant quantity of grapes [that
would yield wine], Rabbi Ovadia ben Jacob Sforno (1475-1549) (popularly
known as Sforno) described the abundance of grapes/wine they would
have as involving a fantastic ratio of yield versus energy/labor put into
growing these grapes ("nN NN 21y 07 1" T, 7277 02T 7V 111190):
The juice of the grapes was fit to drink 'IN1 N D2IVN YN
with little labor involved, and thus they 12 NdN7n 27 M72 M7
were sustained without hardship. All of N'7¥ 0'0115NN I'N 1221
this the Almighty, blessed be He, provided  Dn7 nwy N1 721 wN¥a
for them so that they would have free DN7 N D MINN
time to engage in Torah and mitzvot. NINNAI NIINA j7IDV7 'N1D
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This is certainly quite the blessing for the
Israelites in the good times, although they
unfortunately turned away (Deut. 31:16,
31:20-21, and 31:29). This leads to bad times,
including punishments. After this verse,
there is a change in what takes place, as
Rabbi Dr. Farber continues (ibid.):

Vv. 26-27 reflect a turning point: [God] worries that i
he simply allows Israel to be destroyed by their
enemies, the enemies will believe it was their own
might that accomplished the feat. [God] amazes at
the foolishness of this view, but still remains
concerned that they will think it (vv. 28-31). [God]
then appears to reflect on the terrible punishment he
has in store for the enemies who destroyed his
people and speak so arrogantly about themselves and
their gods (vv. 32-35).

So what are these punishments?

Wine & Drinking Punishment

As part of the punishments, there are punishments involving - you
guessed it - wine & drinking (Deut. 32:32-33):

But their vine is from the vine of Sodom and

the shoot of Gomorrah. Their grapes are

poison grapes; their grape cluster is

bitterness to them. Their vine is serpents’ 02" DN NAN N7

venom, like the poison of the dreadful cobra. 712N D'IND WNI
What stands out in these verses is that whereas one normally experiences
grapes as being sweet, here, there is only bitterness to be experienced;
and where wine is usually associated with living and life (l'chaim!), here,
the grapes are poisonous, resulting in life's opposite: death. The result of
this inverse poetry is a deadly result from where one would expect
sweetness, life, and
enjoyment. However,
who will be doing this
drinking? While it might
be considered that it’s
the Israelites’, since they
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are not properly
behaving, could it,
however, be the non-

Israelite nations?

Opposing Perspectives in the Midrash

It turns out that both answers are reflected in midrash, as we read of
opposing opinions amongst a couple of second century rabbis (Sifrei
Devarim 322:28):
Rabbi Yehudah expounded it in
connection with Israel; Rabbi Nehemiah
expounded it in connection with the
nations.
Rabbi Yehudah expounded it in
connection with Israel: "Israel has lost
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good counsel that was given to them, and N7N NXV 'N1,DNYT
there is no counsel except for Torah, asitis N "7wn) NN NN
said: 'With me (Torah) is counsel and wisdom'  .'wini nxv *7 (1!
(Prov. 8:14)." 1972 ILNIT N'MN1 20
Rabbi Nehemiah expounded it in connection NININD ITAN NININA
with the nations: "The nations have lost the MNIY NINN VI
seven mitzvot that | gave them." Dn7
Rabbi Yehudah suggests that these verses are referring to Israel, while
Rabbi Nehemiah claims it is referring to other nations, which leads to
subsequent rabbis being divided on this matter.

Medieval Commentators

Moving into the Medieval era, the commentators are divided, with Rashi,

! S p Rabbi ibn Ezra, Rabbi
Moses ben Nahman (1194-
1270) (popularly known as
Ramban), and others
following Rabbi
Nehemiah, while Sforno
Xand Rabbi Hezekiah ben
Manoah (1250-1310)
(popularly  known as
Hizkuni) seem to follow
Rabbi Yehudah.

Owing to the poetic style of the language, a lot of questions arise, first of
which is why the reference to Sedom and Gemorrah? According to Rashi,
it is on account thattheir behaviors are as the behaviors of Sodom and
Gomorrah (D191 070 1921 > N"T,177:277 0N2T 7V 1"'wN):
This is to be connected with what is stated above:
“I said in My heart, | would scatter them into 272 '"MNN
corners and make the remembrance of them NIAYN| DINON
cease...” (Deut. 32:26) because their behaviors areni'wyny '97 011
like the behaviors of Sedom and Gomorrah. Miny! DITY 'wyn
This connection is a pretty direct one, with Rashi’s grandson, Rabbi
Samuel ben Meir (1085-1158) (popularly known as Rashbam), explaining
(D192 DITD 1921 D 1" T,177:2"7 DNAT 7V 0"ALN):
If not for the boast of the gentile nations
that they should have drunk from the vine
of Sedom according to the appropriate
judgment that not even the memory of
neither Sedom nor Gomorroh would have
remained, since “they sinned like Sedom
and Gomorroh”, as it is written, “They avow
their sins like Sodom?” (Is. 3:9), “chieftains of .ITN DITOD DNNVNI
Sedom...people of Gomorroh” (Is. 1:10). NNV DY DITO 11Ny7
On the other side, however, is Sforno, who described this verse in line
with Rabbi Yehudah’s opinion (w1 '21v In21v n"7,37:2"7 0N2T 7V 111190):
Grapes sprouted forth from this vine, which D7¥N 1NNy 1920 NI
are poison for them. This is a simile for the  0'wyn nnw wn 11y
evil deeds committed by the Jewish people  mima7 o7'mi 0w
which backfired. The sins singled out are D'wW7 071NN N1l
those of a social, rather than a theological ~ Dv~2 7V D171 0NV
nature, as pointed out by Ezekiel. qI19W7 1730 07T ‘71
Medieval commentators split in their readings like the rabbis of the
second century, whether those siding with Rabbi Nehemiah, describing
Israel as a vine gone wild, bearing the same bitter fruit as Sodom and
Gomorrah, versus those following Rabbi Yehudah, seeing the people’s
sins as grapes turned sour - social and ethical failings that poisoned the
vintage. In both views, Sodom and Gomorrah provide the template: a
vineyard spoiled, whose grapes serve as a sharp reminder of how
corruption can taint the whole harvest.
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Drunken Arrows

The final drinking reference is not to wine, but to drunkenness, which
~makes it the final mention of drunkenness in the Torah (Deut. 32:42):

| will make My arrows drunk with blood— DTN XN 1DYN
As My sword devours flesh— 2 '7oNN7 20N|
Blood of the slain and the captive Niaw"77n 0In

From the long-haired enemy chiefs. QN NIVI9 BININ
While it is hard for any reader of this verse to consider the arrows literally
getting drunk, what then might it mean? Rabbi Yoseph ben Yitzhak
Bekhor Shor of Orléans (12th century) describes (,2"n:2"7 DNAT W 102
DTN YN DN N"T):
The arrows will spill the blood of the IN'M DO DNNAIY
enemies to drunkenness. 1NOW7 0NN 0T
A further articulation of this description is provided by Rabbi Isaac
Samuel Reggio (1784-1855), who describes this arrow-drunkenness as
follows (OTn 'xn 1DWN N'"T,17N:2"7 0MAT,NINN 7V 1" IN):
The song's poetic manner is that the arrows XA WD NN T
will drink the blood of the enemy until the TV 2NN DT N
arrows get drunk, which is a parable about the 7y 7wn NI, DR
magnitude of revenge and its exaggeration. NNA79N1 NN{7IN ‘7712
In sum, this approach considers the metaphorical language of the arrows
consuming so much blood from Israel’s enemies that, as if the
blood - in its reddishness, which
poetically seems like wine - were
wine, resulting in the arrows getting
drunk off of all of the blood they
experience. This yields a very

successful military campaign against Israel’s enemies.

Midrashic Perspective

An entirely different perspective, however, is provided in a midrash
(Sifrei Devarim 332:42):

How is it possible to make arrows drunk

from blood? (The meaning is) rather: “I

shall make others drunk with what My NN DNNN NN 1DYN

arrows do.” D'WIV 'NNY
In this approach, the composer of this midrash is not satisfied with
considering this verse in a poetic manner, preferring to consider that
there really is drunkenness that is to take place, yet arrows - as inanimate
objects - cannot actually get drunk. In so doing, he considers the arrows’
actions as inflicting so much killing as to drive others - perhaps friends or
allies of those slain - to drink so much to cope with these losses that they
get drunk. This is certainly an incredibly clever perspective on this poetic
language that the arrows still remain non-consuming, yet drunkenness
results from their successful actions.
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Conclusion
In considering the final song of the Torah, while we might have expected
one reference to drinking, it is certainly something for readers of this
publication to appreciate that there are multiple references to the joy
and bounty of drinking wine, as well as its poetic inverse, the poisonous
grapes, whether for misbehaving Israel or for the gentile nations. Finally,
the poetic language of drunken arrows is either a metaphor for the
arrows being engulfed in blood or for causing others to drown their
sorrows, having seen so many arrows driven into their erstwhile allies.
One cannot also help but consider that with this song being intended to
be placed into our mouths, as mentioned at the outset, there is a mixing
of song and wine. This seems to be no mere accident, but poetic

cleverness. .
L’chaim¥Y
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