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Playing Favorites
Rabbi Ari Zucker
The Gemara in Berachot 20b gives us a peak into a conversation between angels
and the Almighty. The angels asked God, “You are in violation of your own Torah!
You say not to take bribes or show favoritism (Devarim 16:19) and yet You favor the
Nation of Israel (see Bamidbar 6:26)!” More surprising than the chutzpah of the
question is Hashem’s response. He agrees! He does favor the Jewish people and He
explains why:
How can I not show favoritism? I ask the Jewish people to bentch when they eat
a minimum of a k’beitza (size of an egg), thus fulfilling the commandment, “You
shall eat, be satisfied, and bless.” (Devarim 8:10) And yet what do they do? They
bentch even if they’ve only had a k’zayit (an olive-size – only HALF the size of an
egg).
The question is unparalleled, and the answer is surprising. But the explanation
leaves us wondering, what is so great about reciting the Grace After Meals that it
warrants God’s favor?
Rav Soloveitchik shares a powerful insight. He explains that God shows favor to
Israel because Israel similarly showed favor to God throughout history. Too often, it
seemed as though Hashem was hiding. Things were difficult and painful. We were
overcome with mourning and sadness. And yet, the Jewish people still praised
Hashem. Even when we were not “satiated,” when we had not had our fill, when we
had not eaten an “egg-sized portion,” but barely an olive sized portion, we still
blessed Hashem. We recited the Grace After Meals, extolling God’s greatness.
The depth of reciting Birchat Hamazon goes beyond just saying “thank you” for the
food that we’ve eaten. At times in Jewish history, the Grace After Meals is a
moment for us to go above and beyond, to tell God, “Even now, today, when things
are looking good and we’re happy and successful, we know it may not always that
way and still, we’ll bless You just the same.” And at other times in history, it is a
moment for us to turn to Hashem despite our challenges and proclaim our love
and dedication to our Father in Heaven.
Both at our highs and our lows we bentch, we praise Hashem, and therefore
Hashem favors us.

PARSHA QUESTIONS
FOR REFLECTION:

At the opening of the
parsha Moshe tells us
to listen to Hashem’s
mitzvot, why use the
term Eikev – heel,
when he means
mitzvot?
Why does Moshe
recount the miracles
that the previous
generation of Jews
experienced in Egypt?
The 2nd paragraph
of Shema outlines
reward and
punishment. Do we
perform mitzvot, and
avoid sin, for the
sake the reward and
punishment?
How is the
commandment to
teach Torah in the
2nd paragraph of
Shema different from
the corresponding
commandment in the
1st paragraph?

