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 This is a big weekend, and not just for Ryan and his family. Parashat Ki Tavo is almost always 
read on the Shabbat of Selichot, which is tonight! It makes sense because Rosh Hashanah is a liminal 
moment; we stand now on the threshold between the year that was and the one that will be. Selichot 
represents the official beginning of the season, and the Torah portion begins in that same place.  

 It will happen when you enter the land.” The people are encamped just ,והיה כי תבוא אל הארץ“
on the other side of the Jordan, and they are beginning to prepare for all the blessings that are sure to 
come. In the Land of Israel, they will no longer depend on the manna; their fields will be blessed.  

The portion opens with a description of the ritual for bringing the first fruits to the Temple in 
Jerusalem. The people will be blessed and we expect a celebration of the harvest, but the ritual doesn’t 
begin there. The Israelite farmer is instructed first to look back at the painful journey he took to get to 
this point of blessing. After handing the basket of produce to the priest, who placed it on the altar, the 
farmer would recite a short history: 

My father was a wandering Aramean. He went down to Egypt with meager numbers. … 
The Egyptians dealt harshly with us and oppressed us. … We cried out to Adonai … and 
Adonai heard our plea and saw our plight. … Adonai freed us from Egypt with a mighty 
hand and an outstretched arm. … God brought us to this place and gave us this land, a 
land flowing with milk and honey. Wherefore I bring the first fruits of the soil which You, 
Adonai, have given me.  

This is the Torah’s formula for experiencing the blessings of the moment. We first revisit the pain and 
struggle of the past.  

 And our entry into the new year works in much the same way. Selichot is supposed to push us to 
examine the past. We pledge to make amends for misdeeds. Maimonides taught that true repentance is 
not simple. It requires an examination of our deeds, regret of previous mistakes, a pledge to change; 
and the process is only completed when the opportunity to transgress arises again and we act 
differently. Before we celebrate the new year, we first examine the past.  

 There is another tradition during this season of visiting the graves of our loved ones. We will be 
hosting gatherings tomorrow at our cemeteries in Oxon Hill and Clarksburg, and there will be a service in 
Olney in a couple weeks. Again, the idea is we that we revisit connections, and also painful memories of 
the past before we accept new blessings. Our ritual review of the past brings life to what the author of 
Proverbs wrote: “A righteous person falls down seven times and gets up, while the wicked are tripped 
by one misfortune.” 



 And we don’t just look back. As Rabbi Nancy Wechsler-Azer explains, the third part of the 
formula – after placing the produce into the basket and revisiting the past – is to extend our joy in the 
name of a brighter future. The passage concludes: “ושמחת בכל הטוב, You shall rejoice in all the good 
Adonai your God has provided you, together with the Levite and stranger in your midst.” The Levite and 
stranger represent people who cannot support themselves because they did not own property. The 
Torah portion establishes establishes a system of tithes, which was extended by the Talmud to include 
allocations for the Levites, the poor, and to sustain the economy of Jerusalem. One of the requirements 
of a responsible celebration is to pay it forward, to ensure that our bounty can be shared by others. As 
Rabbi Wechsler-Azer puts it, “The future, the past, and the present are woven together.” 

 I think about that formula as it applies to b’nai mitzvah celebrations. Ryan, you did a great job 
today and you deserve to celebrate with your family and friends. Part of your celebration may include 
reminiscing about the journey through Talmud Torah and bar mitzvah lessons. I don’t think it’s fair to 
call those experiences “painful,” but they required a lot of commitment on your part and I’m sure it 
wasn’t always easy. That’s part of the journey, and it doesn’t stop there. Your bar mitzvah process 
included a mitzvah project, which has become a norm for b’nai mitzvah celebrants for 30 years or more. 
As you explained earlier, your work with the Nationals Baseball Academy allowed other kids to 
experience a game you have loved throughout your childhood. You are also looking to the future, 
making a commitment to continue formal Jewish education. We can see how your celebration brings 
together present, past, and future.  

 There is another ritual described in the portion, which has the same effect. Upon entering the 
land, the people are commanded to erect two stone pillars, upon which they are to write the words of 
the entire Torah. Isaac Abravanel understood these pillars to be a kind of mezuzah at the entrance to 
the land. The pillars reminded the Israelites about the places from which they came, and also the 
responsibilities they had accepted upon themselves for the future. The responsibilities of Torah do not 
end once the people reach the land. In some sense, their Torah journey is just beginning.  

 I am intrigued by the Torah’s formula of mixing past, present and future, because we so often 
hear a different message: leave the past behind so we can move forward. When Gerald Ford became 
president in 1974, he made a decision to pardon President Nixon so the country could move on from 
that painful chapter in its history. That decision has been debated by historians, and I am sure it weighs 
on the investigators deciding whether and how to hold people accountable for January 6 and other 
events that followed the 2020 election. I don’t want to wade into the politics there because there are 
more issues than just personal accountability.  

But I hear the Torah’s message for us as we arrive at the precipice of our new year. We must 
hold ourselves accountable for our own misdeeds. We must appreciate the trials and tribulations our 
ancestors experienced in Egypt, in Jerusalem, and in the centuries leading to the Holocaust. We must 
appreciate our good fortune as we enter this new year in relatively good health and – certainly 
compared with the last two years – a measure of stability and certainty about the future. And we must 
work to extend our blessings by pledging to improve ourselves and share our bounty with others. In 
short, we prepare to enter this new year with the same priorities and dreams our ancestors had as they 
prepared to enter their new land. Shabbat shalom.  


