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Borei Nefashos and the Giants
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The Mishnah in Berachos (6:8) outlines the blessings associated with drinking water:
.ָןְ פָ שׁוֹת ַרבּוֹת וְ חֶ ְסרוֹ בּוֹרא
ֵ ... ְהיָה בִּ ְדבָ רוִֹ  אוֹמֵ ר שֶׁ הַ כֹּל,שּׁוֹתה מַ ִים לִצְ מָ אוֹ
ֶ ַה
“One who drinks water to quench his thirst recites ‘Shehakol niheyeh bidvaro’ (That all came
into being through His word) .... (and) ‘Borei nefashos rabos v’chesronan’ (He creates many
souls and their deficiencies).”
Unlikely Neighbors
It seems straightforward enough, on the surface of it. What is somewhat less simple, however,
is the reappearance of this halachah elsewhere in the teachings of Chazal. Puzzlingly, the
medrash juxtaposes this ruling with a passuk from this week’s parshah that seems completely
unrelated: שּׁוֹתה מַ יִ ם לִ צְ מָ אוֹ אוֹמֵ ר שֶׁ הַ כֹּל
ֶ
ֶש ָר ֵאל ַא ָתּה עֹבֵ ר הַ יּוֹם ֶאת־הַ יּ ְַרדֵּ ן הַ ָל ָכה ָאדָ ם ִמיִ ְשׂ ָר ֵאל שׁ
ֹ ְ ְשׁמַ ע ִי
ָםפָשׁוֹת ַרבּוֹת ְ חֶ ְסרוְֹ בּוֹרא
ֵ ... ְִהיָה בִּ ְדבָ רוֹ – “‘Hear Yisrael, you are crossing the Yarden River this
day’ (Devarim 9:1). (There is) a halachah: An individual from Yisrael who drinks water to
quench his thirst recites ‘Shehakol niheyeh bidvaro’... (and) ‘Borei nefashos rabos
v’chesronam’” (Devarim Rabbah 3:8).
One might have imagined that viewing the passuk in its full context would have clarified the
issue. At first glance, however, this does not seem to be the case. Moshe was apprising the
people that they would encounter some formidable enemies upon entering the land.
Nonetheless, he exhorted them to maintain strong faith and trust in Hashem: ש ָר ֵאל ַא ָתּה
ֹ ְ ְִשׁמַ ע י
ֵי ְ עַ ם־גָּדוֹל ָו ָרם בּ,עֹבֵ ר הַ יּוֹם ֶאת־הַ יּ ְַרדֵּ ן לָב ֹא ל ֶָרשֶׁ ת גּוֹיִ ם גְּ ֹד ִלים ַו ֲעצ ִֻמים ִממֶּ ָךּ עָ ִרים גְּ דֹֹלת וּבְ ֻצרֹת בַּ שָּׁ מָ ִים
ֶיָך ֵאשֹׁלקיָך הוּא־הָ עֹבֵ ר ְל ָפ
ֶ ֱ וְ יָדַ עְ ָתּ הַ יּוֹם כִּ י ה' א,ָקֵי־ ֲע ְֵי בּ ְ ִָקים אֲ שֶׁ ר ַא ָתּה יָדַ עְ ָתּ וְ ַא ָתּה שָׁ מַ עְ ָתּ ִמי י ְִתיַצֵּ ב לִ פֲע
ֶיָךִ יעֵ ם ְל ָפ ְ“ – אֹכְ לָ ה הוּא י ְַשׁ ִמידֵ ם וְ הוּא יַכHear Yisrael, you are crossing the Yarden River this
day, to come and inherit nations that are greater and stronger than you; cities that are great
and fortified to the heavens; a great and exalted people – the children of the giants, of whom
you know and have heard – who may stand before the children of the giants? But you shall
know this day that Hashem your G-d – He is the One Who is crossing before you as a
consuming fire; He shall destroy them and humble them before you” (ibid. v. 1-3). A rousing
message, to be sure; but what is the connection to Borei Nefashos?
Actually, the pessukim themselves seem to present a bit of an issue. Yisrael is encouraged to
enter the Land with confidence despite the presence of strong and formidable inhabitants, for
Hashem is fighting on their behalf and will dispatch them accordingly. But the question can
be raised: Why, indeed, was such an arrangement necessary? Why were the original
inhabitants indeed comprised of such mighty and intimidating warriors, to the extent that it
was necessary to banish them through miraculous means? Seemingly, it would have been
more prudent if the denizens of Cana’an had been weak and incompetent and could be cleared
out from the land with ease!

The Chasam Sofer (Toras Moshe) clarifies this matter in a most interesting way: by
elucidating the blessing of Borei Nefashos.
Best of Both Worlds
As familiar as we may be with the text of the blessing, its actual meaning may be somewhat
elusive. A cursory glance – supplied here by a mere literal translation – reveals a message
whose meaning may not be altogether clear: ְ פָשׁוֹת ַרבּוֹת בּוֹרא
ֵ וּ ֶ ֽמלֶ ְך הָ עוֹ ָלםֹלקי
ֵ בָּ רוְּך ַא ָתּה ה' ֶא
. בָּ רוְּך חֵ י הָ עוֹל ִָמים.ֶ ֽפֶ שׁ ָכּל חָ י  עַ ל כָּל מַ ה שֶּׁ בָּ ָרא לְהַ חֲ יוֹת בָּ הֶ ם,ָן“ – וְ חֶ ְסרוֹBlessed are You, Hashem
our G-d, King of the Universe, who creates many souls and their deficiencies, for all that was
created to sustain thereby every living soul. Blessed is the Life-Source of the Worlds.”
The Chasam Sofer elucidates the blessing by addressing a fundamental question. Of course
we are grateful to Hashem for providing our sustenance; once a person is thirsty, it is truly a
relief to obtain a drink of water. But why is this necessary? Wouldn’t it have been preferable
for a person to have been created in total fullness, without any need for external provisions? If
he would never be hungry or thirsty, he wouldn’t need food or water in the first place!
But of course, this was a most purposeful arrangement, intended for man’s ultimate and
maximum benefit. If a person automatically had all of his needs, he would be complacent. But
since beings were created “v’chesronan” – in a state of wanting and dependent on other
factors “to sustain thereby every living soul” – they will perforce turn their eyes to the
Almighty, beseeching Him to supply these needs. What emerges, then, is that they receive
both worlds – Hashem delivers their physical needs, and they merit the World to Come for
their reliance on and devotion to Hashem. The blessing concludes in the plural form to
underscore this point: “Baruch Chei Ha’olamim – Blessed is the Life-Source of the Worlds”
– this one and the Next.
This, the Chasam Sofer continues, accounts for the connection forged by the medrash. The
blessing’s meaning is also the key to understanding the issue raised above regarding the
Land’s inhabitants: Why were strong ones placed there instead of weaklings? The truth is,
however, that the alternate arrangement would have opened the door to some other
tremendous problems. Had the inhabitants been inherently easy to overcome, the people could
have been led to adopt the mistaken (and heretical) attitude that כּ ִֹחי וְ עֹצֶ ם י ִָדי עָ ָֹשה ִלי ֶאת־הַ חַ יִ ל
“ – הַ זֶּהIt is through the strength and might of my own hand that this great achievement was
wrought for me” (Devarim 8:17). Thus, to protect them from this spiritual trap and help foster
a reliance on the Almighty instead, Hashem implanted mighty and formidable inhabitants in
the Land. Now, Yisrael would not only inherit the Land in This World, but they would also
accrue great merit in the World to Come.

