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(Sing) You can’t always get what you want.  

You can’t always get what you want, the line from the song made famous  

by Mick Jagger and the Rolling Stones in 1969. 

You can’t always get what you want.    

Mrs. Rashkin, my 2nd grade teacher at  PS 91 in Brooklyn, NY, wrote on my report 
card…Laurie is an excellent singer and dancer – very talented.   I thought I could 
be destined for stardom.   But here’s the thing – my talent peaked in 2nd grade so 
that took care of that.   But how many of you had dreams of being a famous rock 
star or playing for a professional sports team….or even in a more adult stage, had 
hopes of writing the great American novel, being a Chopped Champion or even 
being the founder of a Fortune 500 company.  Some of you may have achieved that 
but many people don’t quite get there.   Some of the dreams and plans we have 
may just not come to fruition. 

This week’s parshah, V’etchanan, is an absolute hit parade of Jewish principles. 
The Shema, v’ahavta, the 10 Commandments – Judaism’s most familiar words and 
mitzvot are included in this parshah.  Needless to say, volumes upon volumes have 
been written about each of these.  But what struck me and moved me was the very 
beginning of the parshah – V’etchanan – I pleaded.   Moses pleads with God to 
allow him to enter the Promised Land.   Moses has pleaded with God in the past on 
behalf of the Israelites – when they cried out for water in the desert and after the 
Golden Calf – but he has never pleaded for himself.  This is Moses, who has led an 
often challenging and complaining people through the desert.   Moses pleads with 
God to allow him to reach the destination he’s literally been walking towards for 
40 years.   But even Moses doesn’t always get what he wants. His pleading is 
denied harshly.   God says “Enough!  Never speak to Me of this matter again.    
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Go up to the summit of Pisgah and gaze about, to the west, the north, the south and 
the east.  Look at it well for you shall not go across yonder Jordan”. 

Moses can get a glimpse but cannot see or experience fully what will happen when 
the Israelites settle in this good land.   None of us knows when our journey on this 
earth will end but we look beyond ourselves to our children, and if granted the 
privilege and joy of being grandparents or even great-grandparents or maybe we 
look to our students or the people we mentor at work for some glimpse of the 
future. 

But, like Moses, we can’t see or live fully beyond a certain point.  We know this is 
a fact of life – just as Moses now accepts the fact that God’s decree will not be 
reversed no matter how much he pleads.  So he addresses the people and as Gil 
told us last week – he goes on and on for 30 parshiyot.   He presents the laws and 
mitzvot as God has commanded.   He repeats what he told them at Mt. Sinai and 
reminds them of what God expects of them, just as we repeat and remind and 
repeat and remind our children as they’re growing up, what’s expected of them.   
Moses gives them warnings to “observe them faithfully, to take utmost care and 
watch yourselves scrupulously, make them known to your children and your 
children’s children.”   After repeating the specific laws in relation to God and to 
our fellow human beings, Moses says,“V’aseeta Hayashar v’ha tov b’aynay 
Adonai.   Do what is right and good in thesight of the Lord that it may go well with 
you.”  He’s just given them all of the mitzvot, and a full discourse of instructions 
and laws to be followed so why after all that does he need to say “do what is right 
and good”?    Rashi addresses this and speaks of the principle of lifnim meshurat 
hadin – beyond the strict line or requirements of the law.  In this, Rashi urges 
compromise and pursuing moral and humane actions, even if not absolutely 
required by law.  So in other words, certainly observe the mitzvot that God has 
commanded AND – and this is an important AND – be a mensch. 

My father, may he rest in peace, told a story at our Passover Seder every year and 
now his children, grandchildren and even some of the great-grandchildren carry on 
the tradition.   Some of you may know this story….A poor man comes to a Rabbi 
shortly before Passover.   He has a question for the Rabbi.   Can he use milk 
instead of wine for the 4 cups at his Seder.   The Rabbi doesn’t say anything but 
reaches into his pocket and gives the man 5 rubles.After the man leaves, the 
Rabbi’s wife says 5 rubles, why did you give him 5 rubles?   Wouldn’t 1 ruble 
have been enough for wine?   And here’s where our whole family chimes in Ah, 
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you’re a foolish woman.   2 cups are before the meal and 2 cups are after the meal.   
If he had enough money to buy meat, he wouldn’t have asked about using milk.   
So I gave him enough to buy meat and wine for a festive Seder meal.    

So why am I telling you this story, besides the fact that it’s a family favorite.  The 
Rabbi could have simply cited the specific law to answer the question, but instead, 
lifnim meshurat hadin, he went beyond the requirements of the law and dealt with 
this poor man in a humane, compassionate and mensch-like way.    

Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel says and I quote “to be or not to be is not the 
question.   The vital question is how to be and how not to be.” We teach students 
specific subject matter, we instruct employees how to effectively fill the role 
they’re in, and we give our children a Jewish education, teach them mitzvot and 
Jewish observances.  But studying hard and being good students, working 
competently and efficiently, celebrating Jewish holidays and observing Shabbat 
and the laws of kashrut, for instance, I would say is not enough.   Doing what is 
right and good, being a mensch and modeling that for others, to me, is equally as 
important. 

After God tells Moses to go up the mountain to look at the land he will not get to, 
he also tells him in ch 3 vs. 28 “Give Joshua his instructions and imbue him with 
strength and courage for he shall go across at the head of this people and he shall 
allot to them the land that you may only see.” 

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, of blessed memory, tells us that “we achieve greatness by 
handing our values onto the next generation and empowering them to go and build 
the future.” 

As I said in the beginning, you can’t always get what you want but the song 
continues…but if you try, sometimes, well you might find you get what you 
need.Hopefully, we’ve gotten what we need from the words and wisdom of Torah 
and from those that came before us.   And now we need to empower the 
generations that come after us and impart to them the teachings, the values and the 
tools that they need to become mensches, to live good and fulfilling lives for 
themselves and to build a safe and just world for all. 

Shabbat Shalom. 
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