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This week’s Parsha is Haazinu.  Because of the timing of Sukkot, 
Shimini Atzeret and Simchat Torah, this will be the last Parsha in 
the Torah cycle before we begin again with Bereshit.   

Haazinu primarily consists of the song Moses sings before he 
blesses the People of Israel and ascends Mt. Nebo to die.  Moses’ 
blessing, known as V’zot Habracha, is read as a special portion on 
Simchat Torah.  

The song Moses sings is a poetic expression of the relationship 
between what Rabbi Jonathan Sacks describes as “the God of 
Righteousness and His often recalcitrant people.” (1) 

Calling heaven and earth as witnesses, Moses exhorts the people, 
“Remember the days of old / Consider the years of many 
generations / Ask your father, and he will recount it to you / Your 
elders, and they will tell you” how G-d “found them in a desert 
land,” made them a people, chose them as His own, and 
bequeathed them a bountiful land. (See Deut. 32:7-12) 

The song also warns against the pitfalls of plenty—“Yeshurun 
grew fat and rebelled /You have grown fat, thick and rotund / 
[Israel] forsook G-d who made him / And spurned the Rock of his 
salvation”. (See Deut. 32-15). 

Moses describes the terrible calamities that would result from the 
people’s rebellion. Yet in the end, Moses promises that G-d will be 
reconciled with His people and land.  

Two aspects of this Parsha stand out.  First is the very brief and 
almost incidental mention of Moses’ death.  Only in seventh 
aliyah reading do we find G-d telling Moses to climb the 
mountain, “and die on the mountain… and be gathered to your 
people… and Because you betrayed me…from afar you will see the 
land but you will not come there…” (Deut. 32:49-52.)  Moses was 
our greatest leader, prophet and teacher.  Yet his death is barely 
mentioned in the Torah.   
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The other thing striking about Haazinu is what Moses does.  
Knowing that he is about to die, Moses does something 
remarkable.  He sings.  His final teaching to the people he has 
freed from slavery and led and protected through the wilderness 
is presented in a song.   

This is not the first song in the Torah.  There was the song at the 
Sea of Reeds (Ex:15) and the song of the well when the Hebrew 
people drank near the Amorites (Num:21).  And there are many 
other songs in our literature including those of Deborah, Hannah 
and David, and Solomon’s Song of Songs—Shir Hashirim.   

I was raised in a home where music was nearly always present.  
It was mostly classical, but on Saturday evening,  Lawrence Welk 
with the Lennon sisters entertained us—sponsored by Sominex 
and Polident.   But our home also was filled with Jewish music.  
We would chant the Shabbat Kiddish every Friday and at 
relatives, we would sing the grace after meals.  And at 
synagogue, I learned to sing the prayers well before I could read 
or understand the words.   

When we pray, we have different tunes for Shacĥarit, Mincĥa, and 
Maariv.  There are different melodies and moods for the prayers 
for  weekday, Shabbat, the three pilgrimage festivals – Passover, 
Shavuot, and Sukkot and for Rosh HaShana and Yom Kippur. 

We are led in our services by a Cantor, musical director or one of 
the congregants.  But the service leader does not perform the 
prayers on our behalf.  Rather, the songs our leaders sing call on 
us to join in the singing of our prayers.   

This is especially true during the high holidays.  The notes of the 
Shofar are not called out in a monotone, they are chanted.  And 
the blowing of the ram’s horn is itself a poetic song.  One does 
not need to read the words’s of Kol Nidre to feel the spiritual 
moment created by this moving prayer.  It is the singing of this 
prayer—repeated three times—that from the outset of the 
holiday, creates the solemnity of Yom Kippur.  
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On Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, we sing Avinu Malkenu.  After 
a day of fasting on Yom Kippur, singing the haunting melody of 
this ancient petition to G-d at the end of Neilah can’t help but 
move us to a higher spiritual level.   

We don’t say our prayers, we sing them.  Our songs fill us with 
joy, love and emotion.  This is one of the lessons of the song 
Moses sings in Haazinu as his final teaching to the Jewish people.  

QUOTE OF THE WEEK FROM RABBI MEIR SOLEVEICHIK, speaking 
about Kol Nidre, “No other piece of Jewish liturgy combines in so 
elemental fashion the notions of human fallibility and freedom, 
which together comprise the foundation of repentance and the 
Day of Atonement itself.  ‘All these I regret.’  This is the essence 
Kol Nidre.”(2) 

I wish you all a Shana Tova and a spiritual fast.   
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