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We’ve made it.
That seems to be the promise of bikkurim, the first fruits gift to God.
Introducing the commandment to offer the first fruits of the land to God, the Torah states:
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Devarim 26:1
When you enter the land that Hashem your God is giving you as an inheritance, and you

inheritit and dwell in it.
“When you enter the land.” While the Torah does not say so explicitly, the implication behind

the words is obvious: when you finally enter the land. When you arrive at the place our

people have dreamed of for so long. When you are no longer wanderers. When the long,
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winding story is finally over, and all that is left to do is offer thanks for having lived to see its

happy ending.

Indeed, the farmers who bring their fruits to the temple are commanded to tell a story as they
present the fruits to the kohen (priest)—one in which this moment in time is the story’s natural

conclusion:
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*You shall then recite as follows before Hashem your God: “My father was a fugitive
Aramean. He went down to Egypt with meager numbers and sojourned there; but there he
became a great and very populous nation. °The Egyptians dealt harshly with us and
oppressed us; they imposed heavy labor upon us. "We cried to Hashem, the God of our
ancestors, and Hashem heard our plea and saw our plight, our misery, and our oppression.
*Hashem freed us from Egypt by a mighty hand, by an outstretched arm and awesome
power, and by signs and portents, *bringing us to this place and giving us this land, a land
flowing with milk and honey. '°I now bring the first fruits of the soil which You, God, have

given me.” You shall leave it before your God and bow low before your God.

The story which we also tell at Seder night seems clear: you once suffered, and then you were
saved. In remembering our former suffering we are reminded of our current abundance and
security, for which we offer our gratitude to God. In reading the Torah’s account of bikkurim,
one might imagine that they are witnessing the final end point of Jewish history: secure,

settled, and serene.
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But we know that that is not how the story ends.

The parashah itself reminds us that that apparent promise of security is unsure. A few
chapters later, we encounter the tokhehah (rebuke), some of the most painful verses in the
Torah. We are told that there are curses, more terrible than anything we experienced before,

that we will experience if we sin:
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Devarim 28:15, 63

“But if you do not obey your God to observe faithfully all the commandments and laws
which | enjoin upon you this day, all these curses shall come upon you and take effect...
®And as God once delighted in making you prosperous and many, so will God now delight
in causing you to perish and in wiping you out; you shall be torn from the land that you are

about to enter and possess.

While the Torah itself seems to frame these curses as a warning, something that might happen
if we disobey, the Ramban asserts that they are a prophecy. Itis not only possible that we will

face horrors in the future. Itis a certainty:
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Ramban to Vayikra 26:16

Know that these curses [in Parashat BeHukkotai] hint to the first exile, for in the period of
the First Temple all the words of this covenant came to pass... but in the covenant of Sefer
Devarim the Torah hints to our [current] exile and to the redemption through which we will

be redeemed.

The curses are not only punishments: they are an unwinding of our story. Egypt, rather than
being a place from which we were redeemed, a painful stop on our journey to our ultimate
destination, becomes the place to which we are doomed to return. Israel, instead of Egypt,

becomes the stopover:
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Devarim 28:68
Hashem will send you back in ships to Egypt on a journey | said you should never make
again. There you will offer yourselves for sale to your enemies as male and female slaves,

but no one will buy you.

In only a few short chapters, the bikkurim transform into something darker: no longer a
symbol of a story ended, they become, possibly, a momentary pause, a respite between

periods of unrest. The land shifts under our feet.

What meaning can the bikkurim possibly have in a world so fraught with chaos? How do we
thank God for where our story has brought us when we know that there is still so much of the
story yet to be told? What does it mean to thank God for what we have when there is no

guarantee that it will last?
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While the mitzvah of bikkurim raises these questions, perhaps it also provides us with a

framework with which to answer them.

In the face of a chaotic world in which security cannot be guaranteed, we bring bikkurim.

In the face of uncertainty, we watch our trees for first fruits and promises of new beginnings.

We mark them, celebrate them, and remember that they come from God.

In the face of a story whose next chapter we cannot predict, we tell the story of what we have
faced before; of who we have been; of where we are now, and thank God for every step of that
journey. We celebrate what we have now in joy—not alone, but with those around us who are

in need.

In the face of a world where abundance is never guaranteed, in which all our instincts might
tell us to hunker down, to save every scrap we have, we open our hands and hearts in joy and

gratitude.

Our story is long and winding. Itis full of miracles and just as full of pain. Jews know that
while salvation is miraculous, it does not guarantee safety in the future. Until the Messiah

comes, no chapter is final.
But still, each spring, we tell the story of where we have come from, share what we have, and

offer our thanks to God; knowing that in a world of chaos and uncertainty, it is those practices

that will give us the strength we need to navigate through the darkness.
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