
“These are the words that Moses addressed to all Israel on the other side of the Jordan…” 
(Deuteronomy 1:1) 
 
These are the opening words to the fifth Book of Moses, Devarim, which we started reading this 
week and will read on this Shabbat. 
 
The Greek name for this book is Deuteronomy. This name comes from the title of the book in 
the Septuagint’s Greek translation of the Bible. Deuteronomy means ‘second law’ or ‘repeated 
law,’ a name that is connected with one of the Hebrew names for the book, Mishneh Torah. 
This appellation fails to tell us anything about the actual contents of the book. 
 
The Hebrew name Devarim, on the other hand, is so much more revealing of the contents of 
this last book in the Hummash (Pentateuch).  The term devarim, in Hebrew, means either 
‘words’ or ‘objects’ or, as adolescents like to say, ‘things.’ 
 
One of the outstanding aspects of this book is that it contains Moses’s last discourses. Aware of 
his imminent death, these discourses become Moses’s ethical will for those listening to him at 
that time, and also for generations to come. The setting is east of the Jordan river, with the 
Promised Land in sight, fully aware that he will not be among those who will have the privilege 
to enter that land. 
 
It is astonishing and remarkable that Moses, who at the beginning of his calling, was described 
as ‘a man of impeded speech;’ the end of his career is all about words (devarim). This last book 
in the Torah is fully devoted to Moses’s farewell discourses! 
 
Can you imagine to be among those who had the privilege of listening to Moses’s teachings, 
from his own mouth, listening to Moses’s own voice? What a gift to those who were in his 
presence at the time when he was delivering these discourses, some filled with anger and 
frustration, others filled with passion; all filled with love and hope! 
 
When it comes to my teachers, I include my mother and my father among my most 
distinguished teachers; they were my teachers par excellence, I remember their devarim, I 
remember their teachings, their words. What is most fascinating is that I remember their 
teachings in their own voice. My mother’s voice and my father’s voice are attached, tightly 
connected, to the things (devarim) that they taught me throughout my whole life. The same 
happens with my other remarkable teachers throughout my life. It is impossible to detach the 
voices from their teachings. 
 
We humans are different than most living creatures due to the fact that we have a voice and we 
have a brain; the combination of voice and brain produces words which are paramount when it 
comes to articulating our own ideas and our own teachings; our dreams and hopes. 
 
How could we teach, how could we communicate if it was not because of the command over 
our words? This is what Devarim is all about; a renewed emphasis and an enhanced awareness 



of the fact that, through words, we create and communicate ideas that could not have existed 
otherwise. 
 
There are times when we cannot find the right words to express what is in our minds, hearts or 
souls. In those moments, silence will be a necessary prologue to the words that will honor the 
moment. These words might appear soon or after a while. 
 
There are two instances which come to mind now, as moments when our words might not flow 
so easily or might not be enough. 
 
The first one is prayer. How can we find the words to express our deepest gratitude to God for 
who we are or what we have in our lives? How can we find the words to express those areas 
where we need God’s help to achieve what we so desperately want and need? 
 
Our tradition is wise. This is why we go, through the use of our prayer books, to the words that 
our ancestors used before us. Hopefully their prayers will be the inspiration for us to create our 
own prayers. This is true for when we praise God, for when we thank God or when we ask God 
for help. We go to the siddur, with the hope that the words in that prayer book, at the same 
time as they connect us with prior generations, they might help us in this very unique 
God/human connection called prayer. 
 
The other setting where our words might not be enough is within the context of a therapeutic 
setting. When we feel that we cannot accomplish what we would like to accomplish on our 
own; when we feel that something is not right in our lives, we seek help. In the process of 
seeking help, we need to articulate, we need to verbalize what is it that is not working. Often, 
words are not enough, or we don’t find the right words to describe what is missing in our lives. 
Through hard work we can find the words to describe to the therapist of our choice what has 
been missing, untangle the mystery of our feelings and get clarity about our future direction 
and goals. Words are a central element in this dynamic. 
 
Devarim, words. Words have the power to heal. Words can also hurt. 
 
May we always find words that heal. May we always find the right words to express what needs 
to be said in a loving and caring way. When and if we don’t find the right words, may we gain 
the patience to know that if we work a little harder, if we dig a little deeper, those words will 
find their way through and become available to us. 
 
Shabbat Shalom! 
 
Rabbi Eliseo D. Rozenwasser 


