This week’s selection, from ShDL, or Shmuel David Luzzatto (a 19" Century
commentator whose biography is, of course, available on Wikipedia), and discusses the
question of whether taking a direct Jewish census is actually dangerous. Shadal grants
that the “evil eye” is a superstition, by which he means a belief is supernatural causation
that has no purpose. But he outlines three different approaches to superstitions. The first,
which he attributes to Ralbag, seeks to provide a natural explanation of the apparently
supernatural. The second, which he attributes to his contemporaries, dismisses the
supernatural. SHDL himself believes in supernatural causes that have purpose — he
argues that moral cause and effect is woven into the fabric of Creation, such that
Napoleon’s arrogance triggered the early Russian frost via the law that “Pride goeth
before a fall”.

This position seems derived from the Maimonidean position on Divine Providence, that
wisdom generates Providence, but it has come a long way. ShDL’s explanation of why
this census was taken indirectly is also in the Maimonidean tradition of interpreting
Torah against the backdrop of the presumed anthropology of the Dor HaMidbar,
especially in the clever way he argues that the Torah here assumes that its audience
believes in the evil eye, devises a ritual that is effective only in the context of that belief,
but nonetheless should not be read as endorsing the belief.

That last element fascinates me — like the claim that the Torah regulates slavery without
endorsing it, it argues that while the existence of Revelation likely (with apologies to R,
Saadia Gaon) testifies to the inherent epistemological insufficiency of reason, Revelation
is also not entire unto itself. Torah can only be understood properly when approached
with the proper ethical, scientific, and other premises, and those premises necessarily are
external to Torah.

One last point - it seems to me that ShDL may be a useful example of what I call anti-
philosophic rationalism. This stance regards the cosmos and everything within it as
rationally ordered and intelligible, but does not feel the compulsion to minimize the
number of its premises and in general is unimpressed by abstruse academic
demonstrations. I hope to discuss this more in future installments.

Shabbat Shalom!
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When a person counts his gold and silver, or when he goes and counts his men under
arms, it is very likely indeed that he will trust in his riches and multiplicity of soldiers and
grow arrogant in his heart and say “With my strength and the force of my hand I have
accomplished greatly”, or “I will do greatly””; and then in most cases it will happen that
the wheel will reverse on him and he will be visited by a devastation he had not foreseen
(for this too is among the laws of Divine Providence (lit: Divine Overseeing: ADK), “before
breaking comes pride” (or classically and far more elegantly, if less precisely, “pride goeth
before the fall”: ADK), and this has been verified and is verified in all generations, whether
for individuals, for nations, or for kings). From this belief in the “evil eye” has been
generated among all nations.

It seems that this belief had already spread in Israel in the generations preceding
the Giving of the Torah. Now Hashem did not wish to utterly nullify this belief, because
it was founded on belief in Divine Providence and it distances a person from trust in his
strength and wealth. And this is the root of the entire Torah.

Therefore, what did He do? He commanded that the be counted on that day, at
the start of their becoming one nation, and that they should give as atonement one beak
per head, and that that silver be given over to the work of the Temple of Meeting as a
memorial before Hashem to atone for their souls, in such a fashion that from that day on
they would be able to be counted without fearing the evil eye, because the Sanctuary that
was made from the atonement silver would atone for them . . .

Some of the philosophers, such as RLBG, sought to explain it naturalistically and
say that the rays shooting from the eyes of the looker-upon to the face of the man beheld
can be poisonous and wound or kill him, all in accordance with the nature of the receiver.

But the sages of our generation say the reverse — most of them mock belief in the
evil eye, and also many other things that cannot be understood naturally.

But to my mind these and those err, rather the world does not act in accordance
with the laws of material nature alone, rather there are other laws, legislated by the
Highest Wisdom at the start of Creation, and on their basis various causes of events come
about so as to bring on nation and individual alike goods and evil which testify to Divine
Providence; which the philosopher will look upon and say “They are happenstance”; and
the mass will look upon them and say “They are miraculous”; but in truth they are natural
secondary causes that stem from their own primary natural causes, and the primary and
secondary causes alike were all ordered from the start of Creation by the wisdom of the
Highest Arranger may His Name be blesses; and that is what decreed that the frost would
be hard and early in the year 5573, so as to cast down an overbearing king (Napoleon:
ADK) and bring tranquility to the land and all that fill it . . . and the mass attribute this to
the evil eye and sometimes attribute this to the curses of enemies, but according to the
truth they eye does not injure nor do curses bring evil, rather judgment is the L-rd’s, and
He engraved and carved in the in the order of the chain of causes of good and evil that
“the pride of a human will bring him low, whereas he lowly of spirit maintain their
dignity” (Mishle 29:23)



