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Homecoming
Teshuva vs. Repentance

Rabbi Doron Perez

Executive Chairman, World Mizrachi

he word that our sages consis-
tently use to describe the process
of repentance is the Hebrew word
n1wn - teshuva. It is self-evident
from the word that it means something
altogether different from repentance
which is about remorse and regret.

Teshuva means, as we know - to return.
This is an altogether different concept
and a total paradigm shift as to what
the process of repentance is all about.
It’s about something much broader than
regret and remorse for something we have
done wrong. Return means coming back
to where we began - in essence to where
we belong. The institution in human life
that anchors us in place and identity is
that of the home. We sometimes need to
leave our home and travel great distances
to do what we need to do, but we all return
home regularly because that is where our
life is based and where we truly belong.
The process of teshuva is therefore clearly
a sense of homecoming - a return to the
state of where we ultimately should be.

A clear example of this is regarding the
great prophet Samuel who was an itiner-
ant prophet who would travel all across
the land, teaching, judging, inspiring and
uplifting. After all, his mother had dedi-
cated him as a Nazarite to G-d and his life
was therefore spent with deep commit-
ment to G-d’s children.

The verse states regarding his homecom-
ing after his travels:

X1y NN VOY DY in°2 DY NN INYM
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“Then he would return to Ramabh, for his
home was there, and there too he would
judge Israel. He built an altar there to the
LORD.” (I Shmuel 7:17)

The word teshuva here clearly means
homecoming in the deeper sense of the
word. The process, the intense days of
teshuva that we are about to engage in are
a spiritual homecoming.

Parashat Nitzavim Always Precedes
Rosh Hashanah

Every single year without fail the weekly
parasha that is always read on the Shabbat
before Rosh Hashanah is parashat Nitza-
vim. On some years, such as this year,
when Rosh Hashanah and Sukkot are on
Shabbat, it is a double parasha of Nitzavim
and Vayelech, however more often than
not Vayelech is after Rosh Hashanah. In
any case, the short parasha of Nitzavim
always precedes Rosh Hashanah. It seems
to be hashgacha - providential, the work of
providence that this parasha always pre-
cedes the Aseret Yemei Teshuva as it is the
source of teshuva in the Torah. The word
teshuva in the context of repentance and
returning appears more in this parasha
than anywhere else in the entire Torah.

There are two separate sections that deal
with teshuva, the first and main section we
will analyze in this article as its contents
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are quite telling as to the essence of what
teshuva really means.!

Happy New Year vs. Rosh Hashanah

The New Year’s Eve experience in the
Hebrew calendar is unlike any other and
could not be more different from the
Western world’s experience of January 1.
Rather than being a raucous experience
at the stroke of midnight, the Jewish cal-
endar ushers in Rosh Hashana as a time
of envisioning and reflection, a time when
we envision with great anticipation the
ideal world we would like to live in for the
year ahead and the role that we ought to
play in bringing it to fruition. It’s a time of
deep cognitive reflection when we exam-
ine our spiritual and mental paradigms,
our thought processes and our mindset
in order to best address the salient issues
of life in preparation for the year ahead.

That is only the beginning. The two days
of Rosh Hashana are part of a ten-day
cycle that ushers in the new year, culmi-
nating in Yom Kippur, known, of course,
as the Aseret Yemei Teshuva, the Ten Days
of Repentance and Returning. The days
of spiritual mind-mapping which began
on Rosh Hashana continue through an
intense week of preparation for Yom
Kippur, the culmination of these days. The
days revolve around a detailed spiritual
plan to align our lives with the Divine in
every area of our lives. In the vidui - per-
sonal confession - we strike our chest
and heart dozens of times acknowledging
where we have deviated and expressing
our deepest desire to return to Hashem
and our better selves.

In short, it is a time of teshuva - return-
ing. We begin the year with the end in
mind. Our deep desire to return to first
principles, to the values in life that are
most important - our relationship with
Hashem and the spiritual and moral
values that we hold to be most dear.

The Torah’s Teshuva -
A Dual Homecoming

What are these values? It is quite fascinat-
ing to go back to the source of teshuva in
the Torah, the section known as Parashat

o

How blessed we are to be
continually witnessing and
participating in the incredible
process of dual return - to
the Land and to Hashem.

HaTeshuva,? which speaks about our return
to Hashem.

Rabbi Yehuda Alkalai, one of the great rab-
binic precursors to the Zionist movement,
mentions a critical insight regarding the
process of teshuva.’ He highlights the inex-
tricable link between the spiritual return
of the Jewish people to Hashem and the
physical return to the Land, as clearly evi-
denced in the Torah in the section dealing
with teshuva (Devarim 30:1-10)
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“And you will return to the L-rd, your G-d
and head His voice, according to all that I
command you today ...”

And immediately afterward in the next
verse it says:
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“Then, the Lord, your G-d, will bring back
your exiles.... He will return and gather
you from all the nations, where the Lord,
your G-d, had dispersed you.”

The concurrent processes of the spir-
itual return to Hashem and the collec-
tive return of the Jewish People to the
Land are clearly part and parcel of the
same process, notes Rabbi Alkalai. It is
no surprise, therefore, that the incredible
return of millions of Jews to Israel, pri-
marily since the founding of the State, has
transpired in tandem with the rebuilding
of the spiritual world of Torah learning
and living.

This dual return is one of the most extraor-
dinary events, not only in all of human
history. It is a rich mosaic of miracles

somehow incredibly woven together - the
establishment of an independent Jewish
State only three years after the ovens of
Auschwitz; the creation of a country of
refuge for millions of returning Jews from
over 100 countries, speaking more than
80 languages, after almost 2,000 years
of wandering; the transformation of the
Land of Israel from a barren backwater
into a flourishing oasis; the revival of
Hebrew from an ancient static textual
language to the living lingua franca of
the Jewish State; the building of a thriv-
ing economy which emerged from the
depleted pre-State Yishuv - and to crown
it all: the remarkable rebuilding of the
Torah world in general with more Torah
learning in our generation, arguably more
than any other.

How blessed we are to be continually wit-
nessing and participating in the incredi-
ble process of dual return - to the Land
and to Hashem.

Since the Torah’s dual process of return
incorporates both our relationship to the
land of Israel and to Torah values in our
life, it is these two that we ought to always
strive to return to. We wish to always have
as deep and meaningful a relationship as
possible with the centrality of the land
of Israel in Jewish life and the primacy
of the Torah as the driving force of all of
our moral and spiritual lives.

1. The second section is three psukim long
(Devarim 30, 11-13 ) and refers to this mitzvah.
Ramban sees this mitzvah as referring to the
mitzvah of teshuva and hence he explains it in
this context. Rashi sees it as referring to the
mitzvah of learning Torah. All agree that the
first parsha deals with the mitzvah of teshuva.

2. Devarim, 30:1-10. The root word 1w - return
appears here more than in any other place in
the Torah, 8 times in these 10 pesukim

3. The Writings of Rabbi Yehuda Alkalai, Mosad
Harav Kook (pg 237, 323-324). He was a prolific
writer and activist internationally for the res-
toration of Jews to the land and reinstatement
of eventual Jewish sovereignty.
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PERSONAL GROWTH

How to Respond To Suffering

Rabbi Reuven Taragin

Expressing Our Faith

he Mizmor Tehillim we recite each

Shabbat declares the “goodness”

of singing Hashem’s praises: “Tov

lehodot laShem ulzamer [Ishimcha
elyon.” The mizmor continues with the fa-
mous pasuk: “L’hagid ba’boker chasdecha,
vemunat’cha ba'leylot.” This second pasuk
encourages speaking about Hashem’s kind-
ness in the “boker” and His faithfulness in
the “leylot.”

Though erev (evening) is the time parallel
to boker (morning), the pasuk uses the term
leylot (nights) instead. The mizmor refers
not to physical night but, rather, to times
of darkness. Just as we thank Hashem for
his kindness during the “mornings,” when
His Hand is clear, so we need to express our
belief in His faithfulness at “night” — at
times when His Hand is hidden.?

During the “dark nights,” when people are
suffering, we need to not only believe that
things are for the good but also express this
belief. This is why Rebbi Akiva used to em-
phasize the importance of saying that ev-
erything Hashem does is for the good.* We
need to verbalize our faith that things will
turn out well. This is part of what causes
things to work out that way.*

This is how Rav Shlomo Kluger® explains
the pasuk in Hallel: “Hodu laShem ki tov, ki
lolam chasdo — Thank Hashem because
things are good; His kindness is forever.”
Rav Kluger explains that the phrase “ki l'ol-
am chasdo” includes times when Hashem’s
kindness is hidden. At these times (as well),
we must “hodu laShem ki tov.” Like “vemu-
natcha ba’leylot,” this pasuk also teaches
the importance of expressing our emunah
(faith) and confidence at difficult times.

Reflecting and Changing

Difficult times should inspire reflection
and improvement. This is why the word
we use to describe life lessons — mussar —
shares a root with the word yisurin (suffer-
ing).” Yisurin should inspire us to learn and
internalize mussar lessons.

The gemara® encourages those experienc-

Educational Director, World Mizrachi
Dean of Overseas Students, Yeshivat Hakotel

ing yisurin to “search through” their deeds
to find the sin causing the suffering. Par-
shat Nitzavim® describes this process. It ex-
plains that after we experience the kelalot
(curses) depicted in the tochachah (section
of curses),'” we should return to ourselves
— and then to Hashem. Suffering should
inspire reflection and teshuvah."

The tochachah in Parshat Bechukotai? de-
scribes a scenario where people fail to react
this way. Hashem responds by intensify-
ing their suffering. Interestingly, the to-
chachah (repeatedly) describes such people
as following Hashem “b’keri.” The Rambam
explains that the word connotes the attri-
bution of suffering to chance, the natural
“way of the world.”® This kind of response
causes Hashem to “raise the volume” of the
suffering until people recognize His Hand
and respond accordingly.

The Rambam™ explains that this is why we
respond to suffering by blowing the chat-
zotzrot (trumpets) and fasting. We stop our
regular routine, pray to Hashem (with the
chatzotzrot), and reflect on the message He
is sending us.”

The aforementioned gemara continues that
one who cannot find any wrongful deeds
should view his suffering as yisurin shel aha-
vah, “suffering expressive of (pure) love.”

If we have not sinned, why does Hashem
cause us pain? The Ran explains that this
kind of suffering aims to get us to change
our life’s direction. Suffering is not always
a punishment for wrongdoing; it can also
be a warning sign.

Elihu made this point to Iyov, who saw his
suffering as unwarranted. No sin of his
could justify the terrible suffering he was
experiencing. Elihu explained that Hashem
often uses suffering to communicate with
man, to get him to stop and reflect more
carefully upon his life’s path. He may not
have done anything wrong yet, but he is
heading in the wrong direction.

A Time for Hoda’ah

In addition to expressing faith and reflect-
ing upon our lives, suffering should also
inspire thanks to Hashem. This may seem

o

Scan here to join
Rabbi Taragin’s
daily Divrei Torah
WhatsApp group

surprising, but it is how the gemara explains
the meaning of the Torah mandate to love
Hashem “b’chol me'odecha.” The pasuk teach-
es us to thank Hashem in all situations — ir-
respective of the way “He treats us.”

What should we thank Hashem for at times
of suffering? The Alshich encourages thank-
ing Hashem for all the good we (often) take
for granted. In actuality, we should all (even
those who are healthy, safe, and secure)
constantly thank Hashem for sustaining and
assisting us. We should recognize Hashem’s
role in keeping us healthy and protecting us
from danger. As we often do not realize that
He is helping us and (thus) do not express
enough appreciation, Hashem places us in
dangerous situations and vulnerable posi-
tions to remind us of His role in our lives. In
such circumstances, we must remind our-
selves of and express our appreciation for
His constant assistance.

We can appreciate this point by recalling
the story of the chasid who came home one
night to an empty dinner table. He waited
and waited, but his wife did not serve din-
ner. The next night, he returned home, and
besides no dinner, the house was a mess.
The third night, he found no dinner, a
messy house, and his children unattended
and running wild.

The chasid went to his Rebbe to ask what
to do. The Rebbe smiled and inquired
when the chasid had last thanked his wife
for serving dinner, keeping a clean home,
and caring for the children. Sometimes, we
appreciate things only once we no longer
have them. We, too, sometimes need to be
reminded to thank Hashem for the mira-
cles He does for us “every day.. all the time,
evening, morning, and afternoon.”

Rabbeinu Yonah goes further and encour-
ages thanking Hashem for the suffering itself.
As suffering teaches us important lessons
and ultimately yields a positive result, we
should thank Hashem for it as well. Rab-
beinu Yonah explains that Sefer Tehillim
teaches us to say to Hashem, “I thank You
for Your mussar, which I accept with love.”

Along these lines, the Bnei Yissaschar
explains that one’s davening at difficult

Continued on page 7
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HAFTARAH - PARSHANUT ON THE PARSHA

Repentance, Redemption and
Relationship with Hashem

his week we read the final

haftarah of the Sheva DeNechemta,

the seven weeks of readings of

consolation between Tisha B'Av
and Rosh HaShana. The prophet Yesha-
yahu (61:10-63:9) begins his prophecy by
comparing the anticipation and joy that
we will experience with redemption to
that of a newly married couple - “For Tzi-
on’s sake I will not remain silent, and for
Jerusalem’s sake I will not be still, until
her righteousness emerges like shining
light...” He implores the stones of Jeru-
salem not to be silent, day or night, until
Hashem restores Yerushalayim’s former

glory.

His magnificent prophecy of redemption
does not only serve as a further devel-
opment in the process of consolation
following the weeks of commemorat-
ing destruction; it also serves as par-
shanut on this week’s Torah reading of
Nitzavim-Vayelech.

(1) In contrast to the curse in the para-
sha - a curse that will come upon the
land if Israel violates the covenant -
“brimstone and salt and burning in all
the land; it shall not be sown, nor shall
it bear produce, nor shall any grass
grow in it” (29:22), at the time of the
redemption a blessing will come upon
the land: “and your land will no more
be called ‘desolate’...” (62:4)

Rabbanit Shani Taragin
Educational Director, World Mizrachi

(2) The parshiyot of the Torah (partic-
ularly Nitzavim chapter 30) and the
haftarah relate to the process of repen-
tance as a prerequisite for redemption.
Rav Yehuda Shaviv z”1 elucidates how
both processes are accompanied by
HaKadosh Baruch Hu. The Torah prom-
ises: if you will “return to Hashem
your G-d and listen to His voice” (30:2),
then “Hashem will BRING BACK your
captivity and have mercy on you, and
He will RETURN and gather you from
all the nations where Hashem your G-d
scattered you” (30:3). Rashi, quoting
Rav Shimon Bar Yohai in massekhet
Megilla (29a) comments: “The text
should have read, ‘He will RETURN
your captivity.” Our Sages learned from
this that the Shekhina remains with
Israel, as it were, in the distress of their
exile, and when they are redeemed He
brings redemption to Himself, for He
will return with them.”

This principle, explains Rav Shaviv, is
echoed in the closing pasuk of the haftarah:
“In all their affliction He was afflicted,
and the angel of His presence saved them;
in His love and His pity He redeemed
them” (63:9). (The Ibn Ezra explains how
the “keriu-ketiv” - the traditional reading
of the pasuk which differs slightly from
the written text - reflects how Hashem

Himself, as it were, is afflicted, and there-
fore He hastens to deliver them.)

This covenant of love and identity of des-
tiny, is maintained throughout periods
of exile and accompanies us through
our personal and national processes of
introspection and repentance. It is what
ensures the ultimate redemption, and it
is a most worthy conclusion to the series
of prophecies of consolation during these
weeks of intense repentance.

May this year bring the fulfillment of
the words of Yeshayahu - “Behold, your
salavation has come!” (62:11)

Shabbat Shalom & Shana tovah!
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Halachic Q&A

Rabbi Yosef Zvi Rimon

Question: Does a four-cornered towel
hoodie which one wears require tzitzit
to be attached? Should I round one the
corners? If this does pose a problem,
could a child under 3 wear it without
tzitzit?

Answer: The Shulchan Aruch (OC 1:11)
rules that a four cornered cloth which
one puts around the neck (such as a
scarf) is exempt from tzitzit. The Beit
Yosef explains the exemption: these are
worn to warm the body from the cold as
opposed to serving as normal clothing.
Therefore, even if it is used for the body,
it has a status of “kesut rosh - headwear”
and is exempt from tzitzit. The Beit Yosef
adds another reason: these scarfs are
multi-purpose, as one uses it to clean
hands, carry fruit, etc.. Therefore, they
do not get the status of regular clothing
which require tzitzit even if they are used
as clothing as well.

The Biur Halacha writes that the Gr”’a
and Magen Avraham agreed to the sec-
ond reason, and concludes by saying that
a G-d fearing individual should make one
of the corners round in order to absolve
himself from the doubt. This stringency
applies only if the scarf has the neces-
sary shiur to be required in tzitzit. Very
thin scarfs likely do not have that shiur
and there would be no need to rule strin-
gently.

In our case of a towel, there is no need to
rule strictly. It is clear that the main pur-
pose is to dry yourself and you only wear
it for convenience. The stringency of the
Biur Halacha applies when there is a gar-
ment which serves another function, and
we aren't sure if that removes its status
as a garment which requires tzitzit. This
doubt would not apply to a towel.

In practice, the four cornered towel
hoodie would be exempt from tzitzit.
(There are those who would be stringent
to cut off a corner, as this seems to be
the psak of the Mishnah Berurah. For a
young child this certainly would not be
necessary. For more on the necessity
to follow all of the stringencies with a
child, see Sha’ar Tzion 658:36)

Question: Can one wear a sunhat on
Shabbos with a large brim?

Answer: The Shulchan Aruch rules in OC
301 that one may not wear a hat with a
brim wider than a tefach because of the
concern of ohel.

However, it seems that the Shulchan
Aruch did not intend to prohibit many of
the types of hats that we have.

1. If the hat’s purpose is not to create
shade, there is no concern

2. If the hat’s purpose is to create
shade, but the hat is soft and flimsy,
it is not considered an ohel but rath-
er clothing.

In your case, the second condition is cer-
tainly met (editor’s note: a picture was
sent of the hat and it was clearly flimsy)
and therefore it would be permissible.

Head, Mizrachi Rabbinic Council | Rabbi of the Gush Etzion Regional Council
Rosh Yeshivah, Jerusalem College of Technology | Founder and Chairman, Sulamot and La'Ofek

Question: A young boy’s bar mitzvah
date is the 28th of Elul. His father
would like to know whether the son
can lein on the first day of Rosh Hasha-
nah. The father is the ba’al koreh for
the shul and teaches all of the bar mitz-
vah boys, so it seems fair to assume the
child will lein almost perfectly.

Answer: There are many discussions re-
garding the different roles on the yamim
nora’im. If the tzibur agrees, there is cer-
tainly room to allow for the child to lein
if it is his bar mitzvah shabbat.

Question: Is one allowed to take a pic-
ture of a rainbow and show the picture
to others?

Answer: The Shulchan Aruch (OC 229:1)
delineates the bracha that should be said
when seeing a rainbow, and immediate-
ly thereafter rules that one should not
look at a rainbow for too long. However,
this does not mean that it is prohibited
to take a picture of a rainbow. If the pic-
ture is not being taken for professional
reasons, one should try not to spend too
much time taking the picture, but rather
quickly snap a few pictures. When star-
ing at a picture of a rainbow, one is not
looking at the rainbow in real time.

® Compiled by Yaakov Panitch.
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Continued from page 4

times should focus on shevach (praise), not
bakashah (request). We are meant to re-
spond to our suffering by showing greater
appreciation of Hashem; our tefillah should
reflect this.

Based on Hallel, which includes six pesukim
of thanks (Hodu laShem ki tov) and four of
bakashah (Anah Hashem...), the Beis Yisrael
taught that one’s tefillah at difficult times
should consist of sixty percent praise and
forty percent bakashah. Times of need are
opportunities to focus on and express our
appreciation for Hashem’s attendance to
our needs each day and all year round.

Bringing a Yeshuah

Rabbeinu Yonah concludes that it is this
thanks that ultimately brings salvation.
When we show appreciation for Hashem's
kindness, He shows us more.

In addition to expressing thanks at diffi-
cult times, the Kaf HaChayim recommends
committing to recite Nishmat publicly af-
ter the difficulty is resolved. Our intention
to praise Hashem merits His salvation.

Recognizing and appreciating Hashem’s
kindness is a central part of our mission in
life. Difficult times are meant to remind us
of this, and inspire us to express appreci-
ation for Hashem’s past and current kind-
ness and reinforce our commitment to do-
ing so in the future.

® Written up by Rafi Davis

1. Sefer Tehillim 92:2-3.

2. See Be’er HaParasha, Vayechi 5782.

3. Talmud Bavli, Masechet Berachot 60b.

4. See Ben Yehoyada, Masechet Berachot 60b.
5. Yeri'ot Shlomo commentary on the Siddur.
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6. Sefer Tehillim 118.

See Rashbam (Devarim 11:2) who connects the

Torah’s usage of the term “mussar” to yisurin.

. Talmud Bavli, Masechet Berachot 5a.

9. Sefer Devarim 30:1-2.

10. It is noteworthy that we use the term
“tochachah” (rebuke) to refer to the section
that describes the curses. The curses are
meant to rebuke — not to punish.

11. See Sefat Emet, Likutim, Shabbat Shuvah.

12. Sefer Vayikra 26:1-27.

13. See the earlier pieces, entitled “The Director
Behind the Scenes” and “When Strange Things
Happen” for more on the topic of “chance.”

14. Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Ta’aniyot 1:1-3.

15. The Sefat Emet (Likutim, Shabbat) explains
that this is the proper response to suffering:
instead of thinking that suffering demon-
strates that Hashem is not with us, it should
indicate to us that we have a problem that we
need to address.

~

oo
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Thoughts for the New Year

3 Sivan Rahav Meir and Yedidya Meir
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ou are all standing this day
before the L-rd, your G-d: the
heads of your tribes, your
elders, and your officers, every
man of Israel.” (Devarim 29:9)

¢

In the next verse, the Torah spells out all
the people who stood together before G-d:
“Your young children, your women, and
your convert who is within your camp,
both your woodcutters and your water
drawers.”

Parashat Nitzavim is always read in one of
the weeks preceding Rosh Hashanah and
the Torah appropriately suggests several
ways to approach the New Year.

The first is that we come together as
one: “You are all standing here today.”
The power and influence of individuals
coming together to pray is greater than
an individual’s prayer. At the New Year we
join together many times to fulfill com-
mandments such as blowing the shofar
or saying the Selichot penitential prayers.
“Unity” is a popular buzzword. However,
in this verse the unity we should strive for
is “before the Lord, your G-d.”

Second, all the different sections of the
people are included when we come
together. The leaders and the woodcut-
ters; the upper echelons of society and
the man on the street. We are all in this
together and share the same story.

The third approach is based on chassidic
thought and explains this verse as speak-
ing to the individual. We are told to bring
together all the different parts of our per-
sonality, from “the heads of your tribes” to
“your woodcutters and your water draw-
ers.” These describe the compartments of
our soul. During the soon-to-be-finished
year, there were periods when we were
the “heads” and others when we were
“woodcutters.” Sometimes we were suc-
cessful and happy and at other times we

sinned, were confused, and missed out on
opportunities. As the year draws to a close,
we enter the period of the Days of Mercy
with the sum of all our parts. Sometimes
we felt on top of the world and at other
times we were in a downward spiral. In
the month of Elul, as we approach Tishrei
and the New Year, we bring together all
the parts of the past year and pray for a
better year ahead.

“Moses commanded us a law, an inheritance
of the congregation of Jacob.” (Devarim 33:4)

In one of the final verses in the Torah, we
are told that the Torah is an inheritance
belonging to the entire congregation and
this treasure is now our responsibility.
“Moses commanded us a law, an inheri-
tance of the congregation of Jacob.”

When I was growing up, I thought that
the Torah only belonged to those annoy-
ing religious fanatics, the primitives who
went on a rampage during demonstra-
tions, the extremists who were involved in
all kinds of unclear protests. I was angry
at them, I did not understand them, and
I was forever criticizing them.

Sometime in my teenage years, I heard
an amazing comparison from the world
of sports that changed my perspective.
In a sports match, there are fans who sit
in the stadium and think they run the
whole show. They criticize the umpire,
the goalkeeper, the coach, and the owner.
Throughout the game they shout, curse,
and blame everyone for how the game
is played, and this pattern repeats itself
each and every season. They would not
consider, for even one second, going onto
the field and trying to score a goal, to work
hard to be part of the team and join the
game. They do not think that the game
actually belongs to them, or that they are
part of it. These fans are happy to observe

from the sidelines, and do no more than
criticize.

The same applies to the Torah. We can
choose to remain in the stadium and
complain nonstop, or we can decide to
get on the field and take responsibility. We
may then discover that what we thought
about the other players is not exactly the
truth. It is our choice whether we remain
sitting on the sidelines or decide to take
the plunge and be part of the team by
learning Torah and connecting to our
heritage and previous generations. We
choose whether we want to look for the
relevance and meaning in the Torah in
our generation.

As Moses concludes his historic speech, in
the moments before he leaves this world,
he addresses the entire Jewish nation and
tells them, “I am bequeathing an inheri-
tance to you. Take responsibility for it, all
of you together.”
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If your dispersed ones shall
be at the ends of the Heavens,
from there Hashem your G-d
will gather you and from there
He will take you. And Hashem your G-d
will bring you to the Land that your fore-
fathers inherited and you shall inherit it,
and He will do good for you and He will
make you more numerous than your fore-
fathers” (Devarim 30:4-5).

¢

Following the blessings and curses of
last week’s parsha, this week’s parsha
contains many encouraging sentiments
and speaks of repentance and ultimate
redemption. Even if our dispersed ones
will find themselves “at the ends of the
Heavens,” Hashem will gather us together
and bring us back to Land which he gave
to our forefathers.

At first glance, the wording of this prom-
ise seems somewhat strange. Surely
when describing our gathering in from
exile to the Land of Israel, it would have
been more appropriate to say, “If your
dispersed ones shall be at the ends of the
EARTH..” Why does it say, “at the ends of
the HEAVENS?”

In truth, the verse is not only speaking of
a physical redemption or a geographical
ingathering from exile. It is speaking of a
spiritual return. Even if we reach the spir-
itual depths where our dispersed ones are
“at the ends of the Heavens,” nevertheless,
“from there Hashem your G-d will gather
you and from there He will take you.”

o

Our teshuva must not be
confined to our mouths and
our hearts, but must also be

translated into action.

One of the greatest barriers to teshuva
(repentance) is our lack of faith in our abil-
ity to truly return to Hashem. We may feel
that certain expectations are beyond us,
that we have drifted too far from certain
ideals, or that we cannot identify with or
aspire to the lofty goals of teshuva. The
message of this week’s parsha is that how-
ever dispersed we are from Hashem, the
ability to return remains.

As we continue reading through the
parsha, we learn that not only is teshuva
possible, it is entirely within our reach.

“For this commandment (of teshuva) that

I command you today, it is not too won-
drous for you and it is not too distant. It is
not in Heaven that you should say, “Who
will go up to Heaven for us and take it for
us, so that we can listen to it and perform
it?” And it is not across the sea that you
should say, “Who will cross the sea for us
and take it for us, so that we can listen to
it and perform it?” For the matter is very
close to you, in your mouth and in your
heart to perform it.” (Devarim 30:11-14)

Teshuva is not far away or beyond our
capabilities. The potential for teshuva is
within each and every one of us, “in your
mouth and in your heart to perform it.”
Ramban (Devarim 30:11, based on Eruvin
54a) explains that these words do not only
describe the accessibility of teshuva, but
the process of teshuva as well, involving
the heart (recognition of guilt), the mouth
(confession) and translation into action,
“to perform it.”

As Rosh Hashana approaches, we must
focus on controlling our mouths and
using them for genuine prayer, honest
confession and correcting the harm we
have done to others. We must direct our
hearts towards the service of Hashem and
control our hearts to only love that which
is appropriate for us. Most importantly,
our teshuva must not be confined to our
mouths and our hearts, but must also be
translated into action.

By taking advantage of the accessibility
of teshuva and genuinely returning to
Hashem, may He accept our repentance
and gather us in from the ends of the
Heavens and the ends of the earth.

Shabbat Shalom!
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To Renew Our Days
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he moment had come. Moses

was about to die. He had seen

his sister Miriam and brother

Aaron pre-decease him. He had
prayed to G-d - not to live forever, not
even to live longer, but simply, “Let me
go over and see the good land beyond the
Jordan” (Deut. 3:25). Let me complete the
journey. Let me reach the destination.
But G-d said no:

“That is enough,” the Lord said. “Do
not speak to me anymore about this
matter.” (Deut. 3:26)

G-d, who had acceded to almost every
other prayer Moses prayed, refused him
this.!

What then did Moses do on these last
days of his life? He issued two instruc-
tions, the last of the 613 commands, that
were to have significant consequences
for the future of Judaism and the Jewish
people. The first is known as Hakhel, the
command that the king should summon
the people to gather during Succot fol-
lowing the seventh, Shemittah year:

“At the end of every seven years, in
the year for cancelling debts, during
the Festival of Tabernacles, when all
Israel comes to appear before the Lord
your G-d at the place He will choose,
you shall read this law before them
in their hearing. Assemble the people
- men, women and children, and the
foreigners residing in your towns - so
they can listen and learn to fear the
Lord your G-d and follow carefully all
the words of this law. Their children,
who do not know this law, must hear
it and learn to fear the Lord your G-d
as long as you live in the land you are
crossing the Jordan to possess.” (Deut.
31:10-13)

There is no specific reference to this
command in the later books of Tanach,
but there are accounts of very similar
gatherings: covenant renewal ceremo-
nies, in which the king or his equivalent
assembled the nation, reading from the
Torah or reminding the people of their
history, and calling on them to reaffirm
the terms of their destiny as a people in
covenant with G-d.

That, in fact, is what Moses had been
doing for the last month of his life. The
book of Deuteronomy as a whole is a re-
statement of the covenant, almost for-
ty years and one generation after the
original covenant at Mount Sinai. There
is another example in the last chapter
of the book of Joshua (see chapter 24 of
the book of Joshua), once Joshua had ful-
filled his mandate as Moses’ successor,
bringing the people across the Jordan,
leading them in their battles, and set-
tling the land.

Another occurred many centuries later
in the reign of King Josiah. His grand-
father, Menasseh, who reigned for fif-
ty-five years, was one of the worst of Ju-
dah’s kings, introducing various forms of
idolatry, including child sacrifice. Josiah
sought to return the nation to its faith,
ordering among other things the cleans-
ing and repair of the Temple. It was in
the course of this restoration that a copy
of the Torah was discovered,” sealed in
a hiding place, to prevent it being de-
stroyed during the many decades in
which idolatry flourished and the Torah
was almost forgotten. The king, deeply
affected by this discovery, convened a
Hakhel-type national assembly:

“Then the king called together all the
elders of Judah and Jerusalem. He
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went up to the Temple of the Lord
with the people of Judah, the inhab-
itants of Jerusalem, the priests and
the prophets - all the people from the
least to the greatest. He read in their
hearing all the words of the Book of
the Covenant, which had been found
in the temple of the Lord. The king
stood by the pillar and renewed the
covenant in the presence of the Lord
- to follow the Lord and keep his com-
mands, statutes, and decrees with all
his heart and all his soul, thus con-
firming the words of the Covenant
written in this book. Then all the peo-
ple pledged themselves to the Cove-
nant.” (2 Kings 23:1-3)

The most famous Hakhel-type ceremo-
ny was the national gathering convened
by Ezra and Nehemiah after the second
wave of returnees from Babylon (Neh.
8-10). Standing on a platform by one of
the gates to the Temple, Ezra read the
Torah to the assembly, having positioned
Levites throughout the crowd so that
they could explain to the people what
was being said. The ceremony that be-
gan on Rosh Hashanah, culminated af-
ter Succot when the people collectively
“bound themselves with a curse and
an oath to follow the Law of G-d given
through Moses the servant of G-d and to
obey carefully all the commands, regula-
tions and decrees of the Lord our Lord”
(Neh. 10:29).

The other command - the last Moses
gave the people - was contained in the
words: “Now write down this song and
teach it to the Israelites,” understood by
rabbinic tradition to be the command to
write, or at least take part in writing, a
Sefer Torah. Why specifically these two
commands, at this time?
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Something profound was being trans-
acted here. Recall that G-d had seemed
brusque in His dismissal of Moses’ re-
quest to be allowed to cross the Jordan.
“That is enough .. Do not speak to me
anymore about this matter.” Is this the
Torah and this its reward? Is this how
G-d repaid the greatest of the prophets?
Surely not.

In these last two commands G-d was
teaching Moses, and through him Jews
throughout the ages, what immortality
is - on earth, not just in heaven. We are
mortal because we are physical, and no
physical organism lives forever. We grow
up, we grow old, we grow frail, we die.
But we are not only physical. We are also
spiritual. In these last two commands,
we are taught what it is to be part of a
spirit that has not died in four thousand
years and will not die so long as there is
a sun, moon, and stars.?

G-d showed Moses, and through him us,
how to become part of a civilisation that
never grows old. It stays young because
it repeatedly renews itself. The last two
commands of the Torah are about re-
newal: first collective, then individual.

Hakhel, the covenant renewal ceremony
every seven years, ensured that the na-
tion would regularly rededicate itself
to its mission. I have often argued that
there is one place in the world where this
covenant renewal ceremony still takes
place: the United States of America.

The concept of covenant played a deci-
sive role in European politics in the six-
teenth and seventeenth century, espe-
cially in Calvin’s Geneva and in Scotland,
Holland, and England. Its longest-lasting
impact, though, was on America, where
it was taken by the early Puritan settlers
and remains part of its political culture
even today. Almost every Presidential In-
augural Address - every four years since
1789 - has been, explicitly or implicitly,
a covenant renewal ceremony, a contem-
porary form of Hakhel. In 1987, speaking
at the bicentennial celebration of the
American Constitution, President Ron-
ald Reagan described the constitution as
a kind of “covenant we’ve made not only
with ourselves but with all of mankind...

It's a human covenant; yes, and beyond
that, a covenant with the Supreme Being
to whom our founding fathers did con-
stantly appeal for assistance.” America’s
duty, he said, is “to constantly renew
their covenant with humanity... to com-
plete the work begun 200 years ago, that
grand noble work that is America’s par-
ticular calling - the triumph of human
freedom, the triumph of human freedom
under G-d.”*

If Hakhel is national renewal, the com-
mand that we should each take part
in the writing of a new Sefer Torah is
personal renewal. It was Moses’ way of
saying to all future generations: It is not
enough for you to say, I received the To-
rah from my parents (or grandparents or
great-grandparents). You have to take it
and make it new in every generation.

One of the most striking features of Jew-
ish life is that from Israel to Palo Alto,
Jews are among the world’s most enthu-
siastic users of information technology
and have contributed disproportionately
to its development (Google, Facebook,
Waze). But we still write the Torah exact-
ly as it was done thousands of years ago
- by hand, with a quill, on a parchment
scroll. This is not a paradox; it is a pro-
found truth. People who carry their past
with them, can build the future without
fear.

Renewal is one of the hardest of human
undertakings. Some years ago, I sat with
the man who was about to become Prime
Minister of Britain. In the course of our
conversation he said, “What I most pray
for is that when we get there (he meant,
10 Downing Street), I never forget why I
wanted to get there.” I suspect he had in
mind the famous words of Harold Mac-
millan, British Prime Minister between
1957 and 1963, who, when asked what he
most feared in politics, replied, “Events,
dear boy, events.”

Things happen. We are blown by pass-
ing winds, caught up in problems not
of our making, and we drift. When that
happens, whether to individuals, institu-
tions, or nations, we grow old. We forget
who we are and why. Eventually we are
overtaken by people (or organisations or
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cultures) that are younger, hungrier, or
more driven than us.

The only way to stay young, hungry,
and driven is through periodic renewal,
reminding ourselves of where we came
from, where we are going, and why. To
what ideals are we committed? What
journey are we called on to continue? Of
what story are we a part?

How precisely timed, therefore, and how
beautiful, that at the very moment when
the greatest of prophets faced his own
mortality, that G-d should give him, and
us, the secret of immortality - not just in
heaven but down here on earth. For when
we keep to the terms of the covenant, and
making it new again in our lives, we live
on in those who come after us, whether
through our children or our disciples or
those we have helped or influenced. We
“renew our days as of old” (Lamentations
5:21). Moses died, but what he taught and
what he sought lives on.

AROUND THE SHABBAT TABLE:

Why do you think these two mitzvot
were the last to be given to the Jewish
people?

What more regular mitzvot achieve
the same outcome as hakhel?

Have you ever been involved in the
writing of a Sefer Torah? How did it
feel (or how do you imagine it must
feel)?

—_

. There is an important lesson here: It is the prayers

we pray for others, and others pray for us, that
are answered; not always those we pray for our-
selves That is why when we pray for the healing
of the sick or the comfort of the mourners we
do so specifically “in the midst of others” who
are ill or bereaved. As Judah Halevi pointed out
in The Kuzari, the interests of individuals may
conflict with one another, which is why we pray
communally, seeking the collective good.

. This is Radak and Ralbag’s understanding of the

event. Abarbanel finds it difficult to believe that
there were no other copies of the Torah preserved
even during the idolatrous periods of the nation’s
history, and suggests that what was discovered
sealed in the Temple was Moses’ own Torah, writ-
ten by his hand.

3. See Jeremiah 31.

. Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States,

Ronald Reagan, 1987, 1040-43.
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Chizuk
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e strong and courageous, do
not be afraid and do not be-
broken before them .. Moshe
summoned Yehoshua and said
to him before the eyes of all Israel, “Be
strong and courageous, for you shall
come with this people to the Land that
Hashem swore to their forefathers to
give them, and you shall cause them to
inherit it.” (Devarim 31:6-7)
Shortly before his death, Moshe gave
chizuk (strengthening) both to Bnei Yisrael
and to Yehoshua, since conquering Eretz
Yisrael and establishing a Jewish Medinah
requires perseverance. The Gemara in Be-
rachos (32b) lists four other activities that
require chizuk: limmud haTorah, the prac-
tice of good deeds, tefillah, and pursuing a
livelihood. Eating, relaxing, and sleeping
come very naturally to a person; they do
not require concentrated effort. Howev-
er, these four activities demand our close
attention; we must focus on them and ig-
nore all of life’s many distractions.

The Mechaber writes that one should
hold onto the sefer Torah while reciting
the berachos upon receiving an aliyah.
The Rama comments that this practice is
based on pessukim that relate the notion
of chizuk to limmud haTorah, “This Book
of the Torah shall not depart from your
mouth ... Be strong and courageous” (Ye-
hoshua 1:8-9). The Rama writes that the
minhag to declare “Chazak” upon comple-
tion of a sefer of chumash during kri'as ha-
Torah is based on the same idea.

Likewise, many aspects of tefillah require
chizuk. The Gemara in Berachos (6a)
teaches that it is proper to daven in a
Beis HaKnesses, even if one is davening
byechidus (as an individual): “A person’s
prayer is heard only [if he recites it] in
a shul.” Similarly, the Yerushalmi inter-
prets the passuk, “Seek Hashem where
He can be found” as a reference to the
potency of tefillah in Batei Keneisiyos

and Batei Medrashos, where Hashem is
“found.” One stands a better chance of
having his prayers answered if he davens
in a Beis HaKnesses.

Rebbi Akiva Eiger cites Tosfos who had
an alternate girsa of the Gemara in Be-
rachos: “A person’s prayer is heard only
[if he recites it] with the tzibbur.” Like-
wise, the Gemara in Berachos (8a) teach-
es, based on the passuk, “Behold, G-d
does not despise the numerous” , that
“The Holy One, Blessed is He, does not
despise the prayers of the tzibbur.”

Thus, the Zohar explains that when a ya-
chid davens, his tefillah will enter in front
of Hashem only if it is offered with “strong
force.” First, Hashem will examine the te-
fillah, as well as the righteousness of the
one who offered it. When a tzibbur davens,
however, the tefillah always enters in front
of Hashem, without attention to the sins
of those who offered it. Even if a person
does not deserve to have his prayers an-
swered, if he davens along with the tzib-
bur, the zechus hatzibbur will enable his
prayers to be answered.

The Gemara in Berachos (32b) quotes
a statement of Rebbi Chamma b’Rebbi
Chanina, that if a person sees that he has
davened but has not been answered, he
should go back and daven again. This is
derived from the passuk, “Hope to Hash-
em, strengthen yourself and He will give
you courage, and hope to Hashem”. Rashi
explains that the passuk implies that one
should repeat his tefillah over again and
hope to Hashem that it will be accepted.

Accordingly, Rav Soloveitchik suggested
that the chizuk referred to in the Gemara
connotes the element of repetition, the
constant renewal of one’s efforts in these
areas. It seems that this is why, when we
conclude a masechta, we reinforce our
limmud haTorah by immediately begin-
ning the next masechta.

Similarly, after we finish Sefer Bereishis
on Shabbos morning, we lein from Sefer
Shemos at Mincha, and on Simchas To-
rah, we immediately follow the comple-
tion of one cycle of kri'as haTorah with the
beginning of the next cycle.

The notion of providing chizuk for te-
fillah is relevant to the recitation of the
piyyut Adon Olam. The minhag in many
communities is to begin Shacharis with
Adon Olam. Some explain that this prac-
tice is related to the halachah cited by the
Mechaber that when one recites a bera-
chah and mentions Hashem’s Name, he
should have in mind both the pronunci-
ation of the Name, >-37x - that Hashem is
the ,95n 1178 Master of All - in addition to
its written form, 77’ - which connotes
Hashem as n’n”1 mn n’n, that He was, is,
and will always be in existence.

In Adon Olam, we elaborate on these
concepts, describing Hashem as the
Y50 17X and as possessing the quality of
a1 mn N, In this way, the piyyut
serves as a declaration, in advance, that
whenever we mention Hashem’s Name
throughout the davening, it is with the
understanding that we include kavanah
for both of these themes, even if we do
not have this express intention at the
time.

The Rav suggested that the source of the
common minhag to conclude the daven-
ing on Shabbos and Yom Tov with Adon
Olam is the idea that tefillah requires
chizuk. Shacharis begins with Adon Olam,
and after we finish the davening, we re-
cite Adon Olam again as if to demonstrate
that we are prepared to repeat the dav-
ening from the beginning another time.
This may similarly explain our practice
of concluding Shacharis with U'Va LeTziy-
on, which includes Kedushah D’Sidra, and
the minhag of Nusach Sefard to conclude
Ma’ariv with Barchu.

® Adapted from Rav Schachter on the Parsha IL.
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Becoming Everlasting Physical
and Spiritual Jews
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s we continue to approach the

Yamim Noraim and the Yom

HaDin, I would like to share a

message not just to take with
us for this Shabbos but hopefully through
the month of Tishrei and into the new
year. Rashi explains the first pasuk of Net-
zavim to be a continuation of the klalos
(curses) that were taught last week. He
explains that after hearing such terrible
things the natural response for Am Yisrael
was to be full of fear and question who
could possibly withstand such difficult
punishments and hardships? Therefore
the response from Moshe Rabbeinu in this
week’s parsha is “Atem Nitzavim Hayom” -
despite all this you still stand here today,
despite all that you have done until now
in the Midbar, HaKadosh Baruch Hu has
spared you.

The question that must be asked on Moshe
must be how was this any sort of comfort
for Am Yisrael? Much of the experience
of the Midbar was both physically and
emotionally dreadful not to mention an
entire generation of Jews had been wiped
out before they arrived at this point, at
the foot of Eretz Yisrael, and he is telling
them that they have been kept from being
harmed?

Rav Dessler ZT”L in his Michtav M’Eliyahu
(Chelek Beis - Page #33) teaches us that
when there come certain points in life
where man is given a special xmynx
X2vYT - a spark of inspiration that allows
him to succeed more in what he is doing.
Sometimes we can finish davening and
feel that this time it was filled with extra
excitement, or be learning and feel that
there is an extra drive pushing us through
a daf of Gemara. Most of the time this is

not something that we can feel in order
to get a good feeling out of that which
we are doing is totally dependent on the
work we put in. The rule Rav Dessler says
is that despite this divine spark giving us
the koach needed to carry on without any
particular difficulty or lack of motivation,
when it comes from a natural effort that
we put, that is when the feeling becomes
permanent. The easier the passion and
inspiration comes to us, the easier it is
to lose that spark. The struggle to be suc-
cessful is what allows us to constantly be
on that higher level where we constantly
succeed with our own abilities.

The Mechilta in Shir HaShirim says that
when all of Am Yisrael crossed through
the Yam Suf when leaving Mitzrayim, they
all had prophecies that were greater than
those of Yechezkel HaNavi. Why is it then
that they did not all become as great and
famous of a Navi as he was? Because this
brief period of elevated vision was a gift
from Hashem, not something that perma-
nently was part of them. The proof that in
Yechezkel’s case, this was not just a tem-
porary status given to him was his ability
to still have such Nevuos even during the
time of the Churban, he made it part of
who he was.

We see this also with the Luchos given at
Har Sinai. The first set was given to us as
a gift, with nothing added from our side.
This was only very temporary as after the
Cheit HaEgel, Moshe Rabbeinu then had
to chisel the stone himself in order to
create the second Luchos. This work done
by Moshe, because it was not just given to
us from Hashem, is what allowed this set
to be permanent.

How does this explain the nechama (com-
fort) that was brought to Am Yisrael in our
parsha? The first generation to leave Mitz-
rayim did not necessarily work and create
for themselves a reality in which they
were completely worthy of being taken
out of Mitzrayim, rather the Zechus Avos
(Merit of our Patriarchs) played a role in
allowing them to merit being freed. This
is what the Dor HaMidbar was - a gener-
ation that had been given the opportu-
nity of freedom by Hashem “for free”. As
the theme has gone, this elevated status
given does not last forever and eventually
caused them to suffer and die while still
in the desert. The Dor that was born in the
Midbar and would later come into Eretz
Yisrael lived through a period in which
their families were suffering and dying
yet the fact they still made it through is
a clear sign that they had a permanence
within them, not a short lived higher level
experience as those that came before
them did. What was this comfort? Moshe
shared with them all the curses that may
come upon them and yet they are still
standing, they have made something
out of themselves and created a level of
permanence within the nation as they
were never raised higher than what they
really were, rather they made this level
for themselves.

This is the message to take as well for the
Yamim Noraim. We all have our own strug-
gles both in a physical and spiritual sense.
What we must recognize is that the people
we are is a result of this which makes a
permanent level of ourselves that will not
change.

® Edited by Zac Winkler.
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You are What You Do

his powerful message emerges
for us from the beginning of Par-
shat Nitzavim which is always
read close to Rosh Hashana.

Hashem declares ‘Atem Nitzavim hayom
kulachem lifnei Hashem Elokeichem’ - ‘all
of you are standing here this day, before
the Lord your G-d’ and some categories of
people are given: sosheichem, shifteichem,
zikneichem v’shotreichem - your leaders,
your tribes, your elders, your officers.
And then other examples follow: your
children, the women, the strangers,
from the hewers of wood to the drawers
of water but there is one word which
does not fit into this context, it’s the term
‘shifteichem’ - ‘your tribes’ - because all
the others refer to specific categories of
people. Elders, officers, but what do we
mean by tribes? Rashi explains that very
simply, rosheichem shifteichem should be
read as rosheichem ['shivteichem - which
would mean the leaders of your tribes. But
the trouble is, that is not what the Torah
actually says!

Some of our other mefarshim (commenta-
tors) explain that actually, shevet doesn’t
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only mean tribe - it also means staff, the
item that the leader carries and therefore
it describes the leader.

It’s like “the crown” which is a term
used to describe a monarch because the
monarch wears a crown. Similarly, “First
Violin” refers to the most significant
person in the orchestra because they play
the first violin. So, too, with shivteichem
which can mean your staff and it refers
to the people who carry that staff - those
who are leaders, parents, educators, etc. If
you are a leader you are a shevet because,
you carry the staff in your hand, so to
speak. And in English, we refer to the
staff as being those who are the ‘doers’ in
a particular capacity.

Hashem wants to convey to us that the
essence of what we are is not a title, it’s
not how people describe us, but rather it’s
what we do that matters.

We find this expressed in the Shema, the
essence of course, is a statement of the
depth of our faith in the Almighty. But
the Shema altogether has 248 words, as a
symbol of the 248 positive commandments

MIZRACHI

and the 248 limbs of the body - showing
that the expression of our belief must be
found in our actions.

In Anim Zemirot, which we all love to sing
or to hear, we have a beautiful line: ‘dimo
otcha v’lo kfi yeshcha'. This is the way of
the Almighty and the same applies to
people. ‘Dimu otcha’ - when we imagine
you and evaluate you, ‘v'lo kfi yeshcha’ - it
is not according to your essence or your
title, ‘vayeshavucha’ the value we attach
to you, ‘Ifi ma'asecha’ according to what
you do. Hashem is great because of his
actions, what he does for us. And we can
only attain greatness, not through titles or
positions, but rather through our deeds.

As we approach the High Holy Days, let’s
take advantage of these Days of Awe to
change ourselves and, in that way, change
the world around us. The way to do it is
through action.

From Parshat Nitzavim we learn that it
is the actions that count - you are what
you do.
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Avoid Complacency

Rabbi Shalom Rosner
Yeshivat Kerem B’Yavneh

uring this time of year, we focus
on teshuva. The Torah tells us:
TRD 1270 A°9X 2§77 Rather,
[this] thing (many interpret to
mean teshuva) is very close to you. (Devarim
30:14). If teshuva is so close to us, meaning,
it is within our reach, then why is it so dif-
ficult to grasp? Why are we so challenged
when it comes to correcting our conduct?

Rav Chaim Shmulevitz in Sichat Mussar
explains that what prevents us from doing
teshuva is hergel - habit. We are creatures
of habit and it is difficult for us to change.
Imagine a person who is not aware of
death and suddenly experiences the loss
of a friend. That would be a life-changing
experience. Being shocked by the fact that
man is immortal, he would not want to
waste his days on this earth. Yet, since
we know life is limited, we are used to the
experience, and it has less of an impact
on us.

We have to avoid the feeling of compla-
cency. Getting used to a situation and

justifying it. “I am good - I am happy with
where [ am.” As we have said many times,
life is like going up a downward escalator
- if one is not constantly climbing, he will
descend.

In Michtav M’Eliyahu, Rav Dessler brings an
amazing mashal to underscore this point.
Imagine that you gaze out your kitchen
window and suddenly see a hand pop up
from the earth. Then a leg, and another
arm and a face. You would be astonished
and be certain that you were witnessing
tchiyat ha'meitim. Seeing such a supernat-
ural event would clearly shake us up and
lead us to strengthen our commitment to
Torah and mitzvot.

Yet, when we look out our windows and
see grass sprout, and a flower blossom
from the earth - we are not stunned. We
simply state that it is nature (teva). What
we forget is that mother nature is like a
father! Vegetation sprouting from the
ground is no less a miracle than bodies
rising from the dead. The only difference

is that we got used to seeing grass grow.
Hergel!

As Yom Kippur approaches, we should
introspect and consider how we can
improve ourselves. To not fear change and
to avoid being locked on a certain behavior.

In this week’s parsha Moshe is again told
to appoint Yehoshua to take his place.
Yehoshua is referred to elsewhere as a
7y (lad). At the time he was at least in
his fifties or sixties, since he was one of
the initial meraglim (spies) and survived
the 40 year journey in the desert. Yet, he is
referred to as a naar - because he had the
attitude of a youth. He did not have the
attitude of “this is the way we have been
doing it for years.” He learned from Moshe
and changed his ways when necessary to
ensure that he acted properly.

May we have that youthful attitude and
avoid complacency so that we can indeed
become the best human beings and true
ovdei Hashem.
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Repentance and Return

Michal Horowitz
Judaic Studies Teacher

or this mitzvah that I command you

today, it is not hidden from you and

it is not distant; It is not in the heav-

ens for you to say, Who will ascend to
the heavens for us and take it for us... Nor is
it across the sea, to say, Who can cross to the
other side of the sea for us and take it for us...
so that we can perform it? For the matter is
very close to you, in your mouth and in your
heart, to do it (Devarim 30:11-14).

According to the Ramban, ‘for this mitz-
vah’ refers to the mitzvah of teshuva. Te-
shuva is close to us, possible for all of us,
and very, very near to us. If we but want
it, Hashem will help us along the path of
return.

As part of the teshuva process, and com-
ing closer to Hashem as a result, chapter
27 of Tehillim is recited twice a day, be-
ginning on Rosh Chodesh Elul and continu-
ing through the yomim tovim of Tishrei.
The kapitel begins with the famous and
stirring words of Dovid ha'Melech. Tehil-
lim 27:1 The L-rd is my light and my salvation;
whom shall I fear? The L-rd is the stronghold
of my life; from whom shall I be frightened?

Further in the chapter, the pasuk says
what seems to be a perplexing state-
ment: For my father and my mother have for-
saken me, but Hashem gathers me in (v.10).
Do a father and mother ever abandon a
child? And yet, King David reminds us
that with closeness to G-d, one is never
forsaken, nor abandoned. Even if, in this
world, man feels utterly alone, deserted
even by those closest to him, Hashem is
always with him.

When man is beset by affliction and tra-
vail, when suffering overtakes man, this
is often when he feels the most aban-
doned and the most lonely. And it is
specifically then, in his pain and sorrow,
that man finds G-d.

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, zt', the Rav,
powerfully teaches, “The shock of suffer-
ing opens up man to another dimension:
loneliness.. The trauma caused by the
surprise of being singled out... The point-
ing out of one of the crowd is a traumatic
experience.

“The same is true of the man of sorrow.
When the blow strikes, the first question
which pops up upon the lips of the suf-
ferer is: Why me? Why should I be dif-
ferent from others? Why was I selected
to explore the valley of sorrow? A feeling
of envy fills out the heart of the afflicted.
He envies everybody, pauper and prince,
young and old. They were spared, while I
was picked out.

“.. Gradually this feeling of loneliness
pervades one’s whole being with ever
increasing predominance; the whole
self becomes immersed in solitude and
the awareness of being taken away from
the community. The man who is bound
to others by countless invisible threads
is torn loose from his social bearings. He
makes his exit from the community and
retreats into himself because he was sin-
gled out... The elected retreats even from
his closest friends and beloved ones, not
excluding wife and children.

“The night before my operation, when
my family said goodbye to me, I under-
stood the words of the psalmist, »ax-"
7190X? ‘N1 127y "nX) (Ps.27:10). I had never
understood this verse. Did ever a parent
abandon his child? Of course not! Yet
in certain situations, one is cut off even
from his parents or his beloved wife and
children. Community life, togetherness,
is always imbued with the spirit of co-
operation, of mutual help and protec-
tion. Suddenly one realizes that there is
no help which his loved ones are able to
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extend to him. They are onlookers who
watch a drama unfolding itself with un-
alterable speed. They are not involved in
it. This realization brings to an abrupt
end the feeling of togetherness. I stand
before G-d; no one else is beside me. A lone-
ly being meeting the loneliest. Being in
utter seclusion is a traumatic but also a
great experience. These two experiences,
that of non-being and that of loneliness,
must not be forgotten” (Out of the Whirl-
wind, p.132-134).

On Rosh Hashanah, each individual - ev-
ery single lonely solitary being who
inhabits the face of the earth - stands
before G-d. Alone. Before G-d. At that mo-
ment of judgement, when all of human-
ity passes before Him like sheep before
a shepherd, all mortal support and as-
sistance falls away. Nothing and no one
stands with man when he is summoned
before G-d on this awesome day. It is as if,
on the Yom Ha'Din, even one’s mother and
father have abandoned him, and man
casts his lot with G-d alone.

While this is a time of pachad, awe and
fear, it is also an exalted and elevated
time. “Being in utter seclusion is a traumatic
but also a great experience.” While we fear
the judgement when the Book of the Liv-
ing and the Book of the Dead are open be-
fore Him, we also trust in His all-encom-
passing Mercy and Eternal Kindness.

“Elokim ascends in the teruah, Hashem in the
sound of the shofar” (Ps. 47:6, recited 7x im-
mediately prior to tekias Shofar on R”H).
As the shofar is blown, the Rav teach-
es, Elokim (G-d of Judgement) moves
from the throne of Justice to that of the
throne of Mercy (Hashem). It is here, in
the Mercy of Judgement, standing alone
before G-d, that man finds salvation and
redemption.
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Between Gan Eden and Eretz Yisrael

ee, I set before you today
CHAYIM (life) and TOV (pros-
perity), MAVET (death) and
RA (adversity). For I com-
mand you today to LOVE G-d and walk in
His ways and to keep His CHUKIM uw’MISH-
PATIM that you may thrive and increase
and that G-d will bless you in the Land
that you are about to conquer... Should
you turn your heart (not listen)... I declare
today that you shall certainly perish and
not endure on the Land... that you are to
conquer.” (Devarim 30:15-18)

(§¢

Clearly, Moshe refers once again to the
two sections of the main speech. How-
ever, these verses may relate as well to a
fundamental theme in Sefer Breishit, as
suggested by several key phrases in this
section.

Recall the usage of the terms ‘CHAYIM
and TOV’ and ‘MAVET and RA’ in Bereishit
30:15. Let’s identify the precise definition
of these expressions in the final two
psukim: “I call Heavens and Earth to tes-
tify that I am presenting you the CHOICE
of CHAYIM or MAVET - the “bracha” or
“klalla” - and you should choose CHAYIM
in order that you live... on this Land that
I promised to your ancestors...”

In this beautiful finale, the Torah equates
the concept of BRACHA & KLALA, as
detailed by the “tochacha”, with CHAYIM
& MAVET: BRACHA = CHAYIM (life);
KLALLA = MAVET (death).

Recall however, that the concepts of
CHAYIM & MAVET as well as TOV & RA
were first introduced in the story of
Gan Eden: “And G-d brought forth from
the ground every tree... and the ETZ
HA'CHAYIM in the middle of the garden,
and the: ETZ Ha’DAAT TOV V’'RA and
from the ETZ HA'DAAT TOV v'RA do not
eat, for on the day you eat from it - MOT

Rabbi Menachem Leibtag
Tanach Study Center | Yeshivat Har Etzion

TA'MUT - you will surely die!” (Breishit
2:8-9, 2:15-17)

This textual parallel is strengthened by
yet another resemblance to the story of
Creation. Note that the Heavens and Earth
- SHAMAYIM v'ARETZ - are called upon
as witnesses to this covenant.

This textual parallel suggests a conceptual
relationship between life according to the
Torah’s ideals in the Land of Israel and
existence in Gan Eden. In fact, the spir-
itual environment of Gan Eden strongly
resembles the spiritual environment
that Sefer Devarim wishes to create in
the Land of Israel.

Recall how the Gan Eden narrative
described a special environment between
man and G-d, with an emphasis on “s’char
v'onesh” [reward and retribution]. G-d
promises Man a prosperous physical exis-
tence [CHAYIM] should he OBEY, while
threatening death [MAVET] should Man
DISOBEY. In a very similar manner, the
“tochacha” describes a parallel reality in
the land of Israel: Should Bnei Yisrael keep
the mitzvot, G-d will reward them with
prosperity; if they sin, G-d will punish
them severely.

Furthermore, EXILE emerges in both
settings as the most severe punishment.
Adam is banished from the Garden
as a consequence of his sin. Similarly,
the “tochacha” threatens that should
Am Yisrael continue to sin they will be
driven from the land by their enemies
and remain in Exile until they perform
proper Teshuva.

This parallel takes on additional mean-
ing when we consider the location of
these two sources: at the BEGINNING of
Chumash and towards the very END of
Chumash.

One could suggest that in this manner
Chumash underscores the basic nature
of man’s relationship with G-d. First, we
are told of G-d’s creation of Man and his
placement in Gan Eden - the ideal spir-
itual environment. As punishment for
his sin, G-d expels man from Gan Eden,
appointing the “keruvim” to guard against
any attempt to return.

Nonetheless, the presence of the “keru-
vim” who guard the ‘way to the Tree of
Life’ does not necessarily indicate the
permanent closure of this path. To the
contrary, it becomes man’s duty to STRIVE
to return. The “keruvim” do not restrict
entry; rather they protect the Garden
from the intrusion of those undeserving
of return. But once man proves himself
worthy, the DERECH ETZ HA'CHAYIM -
the PATH to the Tree of Life - no matter
how formidable it may at first appear,
suddenly opens and invites man inside.

Correspondingly, Sefer Devarim describes
Eretz Yisrael as both a physical and spir-
itual environment where Am Yisrael can
rebuild this spiritual connection with G-d.

But perhaps the most meaningful paral-
lel between Gan Eden and Eretz Yisrael
arises in the CHUKIM & MISHPATIM sec-
tion. Parshiyot Re’ay, Shoftim, and Ki-tavo
present numerous mitzvot relating to
HA'MAKOM ASHER YIVCHAR HASHEM,
the Bet Ha’Mikdash, which will be built
on the site chosen by G-d. Sefer Devarim
demands that every Jew frequent that site
regularly, be it for “aliyah le’regel” on the
holidays, to offer korbanot or bikurim, to
eat “ma’aser sheni,” to appear in court,
etc.

Situated at the focal point of that site
is the KODESH KEDOSHIM, the per-
manent location of the ARON, covered
by the KAPORET and protected by

Continued on page 18
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The First Step to Teshuva

Rabbi Eli Mansour
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know a number of individuals who,

unfortunately, struggled with alcohol

addiction, and were helped by join-

ing Alcoholics Anonymous, where
addicts come together to receive help and
give each other encouragement. Alcohol-
ics Anonymous follows what is known as
the “12-step program,” whereby recovery
occurs gradually, over a series of 12 incre-
mental stages.

The first step is when the addict stands up
in front of the group and announces, “My
name is So-and-So, and I'm an alcoholic.”

This might sound simple and unneces-
sary, but the truth is that this is the most
difficult, and most important, of the
twelve steps.

Some people who join these groups stand
up and say things like, “My wife made me
come.” Or, “I only have a few drinks here
and there, it’s not a big deal.” It is only
those who are truly committed to recov-
ery who can stand up in front of the room
and say the words, “I am an alcoholic.”

But this is the first necessary step to
change - to take responsibility, to accept
guilt, to acknowledge that one has acted
improperly and wishes to improve. With-
out this first step, change will not happen.

Edmond ) Safra Synagogue, Brooklyn

When G-d confronted Adam about eating
from the forbidden tree, he said, “The
woman whom you placed beside me -
she gave me from the fruit and I ate it”
(Bereshit 3:12). He did not accept responsi-
bility. He blamed his wife, and he blamed
Hashem who gave him his wife.

When G-d confronted Kayin after he mur-
dered his brother, Kayin said, “Am I my
brother’s keeper?” (Bereshit 4:9). The Mid-
rash explains that Kayin turned to G-d and
said, “You're His keeper - You should have
watched over him and protected him.”
Kayin refused to accept responsibility. He
blamed G-d for not protecting Hebel.

Each weekday throughout the year, and
during the special Selihot prayers which
we recite in Elul, we declare Vidui - confes-
sion. In this prayer, we pronounce, “Abal
Anahnu Hatanu,” which is commonly trans-
lated as, “but we have sinned.”

It is true that the word “Abal” is normally
used to mean “but.” However, in this con-
text, it seems that a more precise trans-
lation would be “indeed.” We say to G-d,
“Indeed, we have sinned.”

This phrase brings to mind the confession
made by Yosef’s brothers. They had felt
confident that they had done the right

thing by selling him as a slave, as they
had determined that he posed a grave
threat to the family and needed to be
sent away. But when they came to Egypt
to purchase grain, and they found them-
selves beset by crisis, they realized that
they were being punished for what they
had done to Yosef. And they announced,
“Abal Ashemim Anahnu” - “Indeed, we are
guilty” (Bereshit 42:21). Targum Onkelos
translates the word “Abal” in this verse
to mean “Be’kushta” - “in truth,” or “the
truth is.”

This translation gives us insight into the
essence of Vidui. It is about acknowledging
the truth. It is a declaration that we are no
longer making excuses for our wrongdoing.
We are no longer blaming other people or
external factors for our mistakes. We are
accepting the truth, as painful as it is - that
we have acted wrongly.

This is a very difficult first step, but this is
what we need to do if we hope to change.
Elul is the time to acknowledge the pain-
ful truth, to stop making excuses for our
behavior, to accept responsibility, and to
believe in ourselves that we are capable
of being better - realizing that G-d gave
us this month because He believes that
we are capable of being better.

Continued from page 17

KERUVIM, both on the KAPORET and on
the PAROCHET!

Given that the concept of KERUVIM
arises nowhere else in Chumash outside
of these two contexts - the Mishkan/Bet
Hamikdash and Gan Eden - a thematic
connection between the two is implied.
Just as the KERUVIM of Gan Eden protect
the path to the ETZ HA'CHAYIM, so do the
KERUVIM of the Mikdash guard the path
to true CHAYIM: i.e. they protect the ARON

which contains the LUCHOT HA’EIDUT
- the symbol of the TORAH and our cove-
nant with G-d at Har Sinai.

By placing the LUCHOT - a powerful
symbol of MATAN TORAH - at the focal
point of our lives in Eretz Yisrael, Sefer
Devarim urges us to strive to return to the
environment of Gan Eden by observing
the laws of the TORAH.

Thus, Chumash ‘ends’ with a theme
which is quite parallel to the theme of its
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opening narrative. G-d’s original intention
may have been for man to enjoy a close
relationship with Him in Gan Eden. Even
though that goal seems to have ‘failed’ in
Sefer Bereishit, Sefer Devarim concludes
with the possibility that the Nation of
Israel can indeed return to such an exis-
tence, in the Land of Israel.
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Connecting the Great Shofar
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Rabbi Moshe Weinberger
Congregation Aish Kodesh, Woodmere

n Nitzavim (Devarim 29:11), the pasuk

says that Moshe, on the last day of his

life, brought the entire Jewish people

together “that you may enter into
the covenant and oath..” Why was this
necessary? In last week’s parsha, Ki Savo,
Moshe had already gathered everyone
together to induct them into a covenant
(ibid. 28:69): “These are the words of the
covenant..” What is the purpose of these
two covenants?

Separately, how are these two covenants
related to Rosh Hashanah? Parshas Nitza-
vim is always read before Rosh Hashanah.
The Gemara (Megillah 31b) explains why
the blessings and curses of parshas Ki
Savo are read before Rosh Hashanah - to
ensure that one year’s curses are finished
before beginning a new year. But it does
not explain why parshas Nitzavim, which
comes after Ki Savo, is also read before
Rosh Hashanah. Rabbeinu Nissim Gaon,
zt”], and others therefore ask why Chazal
instituted that Nitzavim is read before Rosh
Hashanah. How does it help us prepare for
Rosh Hashanah.

Rav Yoshe Ber Soloveitchik explains that
there are two levels to the holiness of the
Jewish people: the sanctity of the individ-
ual and the sanctity of the nation. Parshas
Ki Savo, with all of its particular blessings
and curses, contains the covenant between
Hashem and the individual Jew. But Nitza-
vim contains Hashem’s covenant with the
Jewish people as a nation - “in order to
establish you today to Him as a nation...”
(Devarim 29:12).

Rashi explains Moshe’s words of conso-
lation following the curses of last week’s
parsha: “Because Hashem has spoken
to you and sworn to your fathers not
to exchange their children for another
nation, He therefore binds you with these
oaths...” To strengthen this irreplaceable

connection with the Jewish people, Moshe
gathered everyone together, even the
babies. The Ramban (on ibid. 10) explains
this: “And he mentions even the babies...
to bring them into the covenant because
the covenant was even being entered into
with the future generations...” Because the
covenant of parshas Nitzavim was with the
entire nation, not simply all of the indi-
vidual Jews of the time, it was possible to
bind even generations which had not yet
been born.

We can now understand the nature of
Moshe’s comfort of the Jewish people
based on Rashi’s explanation (on ibid. 12):
“When the Jewish people heard the [nine-
ty-eight] curses [in parshas Ki Savo]... their
faces turned white and they said, ‘Who can
possibly endure these?” Moshe [therefore]
began to appease them.” But how did he
comfort them? He did not remove those
serious and difficult curses. But based on
what we have said, we now understand
that he was comforting them as a people,
as a nation. He was telling them that with
all of the individual suffering that Jews
might endure, Hashem’s covenant with
the Jewish people as a nation would be
eternal. He said, according to Rashi (ibid.),
“You have angered the Omnipresent many
times, but He did not destroy you, and
indeed, you still stand before Him... Just
as the day exists [even though] it becomes
dark, it shines again. So too, G-d has made
light for you and He will make light for you
again in the future.”

Based on this, we can also understand the
beginning of parshas Vayelech (Devarim
31:1): “And Moshe went and spoke all of
these words to the entire Jewish people.”
All of the commentaries ask: Where did
Moshe go? What was the purpose of going
to the Jewish people on that occasion?
According to the Seforno, “He was inspired

to comfort the Jewish people over his
[impending] death.” How did he comfort
them? He was telling them: In a short time,
I will die. Everything I prayed for was to
enter Eretz Yisroel. But Hashem did not
answer my prayers. I am the head of the
nation, its leader - ostensibly, I might
be considered the greatest Jew. But even
I make mistakes, suffer setbacks, and
endure suffering. Even I am punished for
my sins. But I know that “the Eternity of
the Jewish people will not die” (Shmuel I
15:29). An individual Jew may have his
failings, but the Jewish people as a nation
will make it to the end. They are eternal.

That is why these parshios are read before
Rosh Hashanah. When we are filled with
a fear of “Who will live and who will die”
and everyone is consumed with his own
circumstances and personal suffering,
Hashem comforts us by causing us to
hear parshas Nitzavim, in which we are
reminded that Hashem made an eternal
covenant with us as a nation. We no longer
look to our own personal salvation as our
sole source of hope. Rather, we look to and
live for our national vision, our people’s
wondrous future. The covenant of parshas
Nitzavim between the Master of the World
and His beloved, between Hashem and
the Congregation of Israel, will never be
abrogated.

In life, there is the “great shofar” mentioned
in Shemonah Esreh, “Sound the great shofar
of our liberation,” and there is the “small
shofar.” Indeed, if there is a great shofar,
it implies that there must also be a small
shofar. Rav Kook explains (Igros Haraya
II p. 326), “[During] the [shofar] blasts...
one must contemplate the fact that the
primary strength of the holiness of the
Jewish people lies in the eternal world.
The root of their holiness is there.. This
is the simple [shofar blast - tekiyah] before

Continued on page 22
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“Get Out of the Box”
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ayelech relates the dramatic

events that transpired during

Moses’ last day on earth. Among

the many things he did on that
fateful day was committing the entire
Pentateuch to writing. The Torah scrolls
we use today are copies of copies of copies
of the original Torah scroll written by
Moses on the day of his passing.

After completing the writing of the full
Torah, Moses commanded the Levites,
“Take this Torah scroll and place it at the
side of the Ark of the Covenant of the
Lord your G-d, and it shall be there as a
witness for you.” The Tabernacle in the
desert and later the Temple in Jerusalem
housed a Holy Ark containing Two Tablets
inscribed with the Ten Commandments
and the newly completed Torah scroll
needed to be placed at the side of this Ark.

The exact location of the Torah scroll
on the side of the Ark inspired a debate
between the Talmudic Sages. Rabbi Meir
held that the Torah scroll needed to be
placed inside the Ark, at the side of the
Two Tablets. Rabbi Judah was of the
opinion that a shelf protruded from the
outside of the Ark and the Torah scroll
was placed on that shelf.

The logic behind their argument lay in
the proper interpretation of Moses’ above-
quoted words, “Take this Torah scroll, and
place it at the side of the Ark.” According
to Rabbi Judah, “at the side of the Ark” is
to be understood literally—that the Torah
scroll ought to be placed not inside but
outside the Ark. Rabbi Meir, on the other
hand, believes that the words “at the side
of the Ark” are merely coming to tell us
that the Torah scroll should be placed not
between the two Tablets, but rather at the
side of the Tablets, next to the interior
wall of the Ark.

Three questions come to mind.

Firstly, why did Rabbi Meir feel compelled
to impose an apparently twisted inter-
pretation on the words “at the side of the
Ark?” Why did Rabbi Meir not embrace
Rabbi Judah’s simple and straightforward
explanation that when Moses instructed
the Torah scroll to be placed “at the side
of the Ark” he meant it literally, outside
the Ark?

Second, why was there a need altogether
to have the Torah scroll situated in such
close proximity to the Ark?

Finally, we discussed numerous times that
the Torah and all of its commandments
and episodes were transcribed to serve
as a Divine Blueprint for living, as a road
map for life’s challenging journeys. How
can a 21st-century human being glean
wisdom and inspiration from an ancient
commandment to place a Torah scroll
at the side of an Ark, at a time when we
have no Ark and no Tablets? What type of
relevance can Moses’ instruction to the
Levites carry for our lives today?

Our Sages have said that the Ten Com-
mandments presented at Sinai and
inscribed on the Two Tablets of the
Covenant embodied the quintessence
of the entire Torah, all Five Books. All
perspectives, themes, ideas, laws, ethics,
and stories of Torah are encapsulated
in the brief 620 letters of the Ten Com-
mandments. The Five Books of Moses,
then, serve essentially as a commentary
to the Ten Commandments, elaborating
and explaining the background, meaning,
and significance of these ten pillars of the
Jewish faith.

The Tablets constitute the source, the epi-
center, the nucleus of Judaism; the Five
Books are the elaboration, the explana-
tion, the outgrowth.

The debate between Rabbi Meir and Rabbi
Judah on the kinship between the Torah
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scroll and the Tablets is not merely a tech-
nical argument concerning the proximity
of two physical entities; but rather a pro-
found disagreement on the fundamental
methodologies of the development and
communication of Judaism.

How close do we need to uphold the con-
nection between the core of Torah and
its expansion? Are we capable of “leaving
the box” containing the Tablets without
losing the “real thing?”

This is by no means an abstract dilemma.
How does one communicate ancient
truths to a young generation molded in a
secular weltanschauung? How does one
present a Torah which is over 3,000 years
old to a modern 21st-century iPhone-ad-
dict? How do we pass on the gift of “In
the beginning, G-d created heaven and
earth” to Stanford and Yale graduates for
whom Charles Darwin holds more sway
than Moses?

Are we to present Judaism in its original
form and composition, without employing
modern-day terminology, techniques, and
structures of thought? Or must we take
Judaism “out of the box” and re-package
it in contemporary language?

The argument rages to this very day. Some
teachers and presenters of Judaism are
accused of lacking the ability to communi-
cate to a “new generation” of Jews, while
other teachers are accused of “liberaliz-
ing” Judaism, of diluting its pristine ideas
in order to accommodate the modern Jew
or non-Jew.

The Talmud says something profoundly
moving about Rabbi Meir: “It is known to
the creator of the world that Rabbi Meir
surpassed his entire generation and he
had no equal. Why then did they not
establish the law according to his opinion?
Because the Sages could not comprehend
the depth of his wisdom.” Rabbi Meir was

Continued on page 23
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Selichos: Whistle While You Work

Rabbi Judah Mischel
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he Holy Ba’al Shem Tov once

praised a man who would smile,

sing joyously and clap while re-

citing the serious Viduy prayer.
The local townsfolk were fed up with
this man’s bizarre behavior, and asked
the Ba’al Shem Tov to convince him to
stop. When the tzadik approached the
man and inquired into the reason for
his strange custom, the simple Jew ex-
plained:

“I am a servant of the King, and I have
been charged with a tafkid, a job. On Yom
Kippur, my orders are to clean the filth
from the gutters of the royal palace and
scrape away the layers of dirt from the
King's courtyard. While usually such
work is unpleasant, working in the roy-
al palace is the greatest privilege. How
fortunate I am to be in the service of the
King! I'm so excited to do His Will, what-
ever He wants of me. What a blessing it is
just to serve the King!”

After meeting this special Jew, the Ba’al
Shem Tov related that the man’s kavanos,
intentions, were indeed lofty and praise-
worthy.

In the context of preparing for Yom Kip-
pur and entering the avodah of teshuvah,
Rambam frames our act of vidui as “the
height of forgiveness” (Hilchos Teshuvah,
2:7). We are charged with the joyous
avodah of teshuvah, and the privilege to
be cleansed before Hashem. However, it
may not always seem joyous. “Cleaning
the gutters”, and getting down into the
nitty-gritty of the details of our wrong-
doings in order to confess them, verbal-
izing our mistakes line by line (or even
singing them) may seem strange and
uncomfortable. It may be unpleasant to
suggest that we may have committed
the full spectrum of shortcomings in our

Divine service and relationships with
those whom we love: “We have robbed...
we have falsely accused..we have misled
others....”

Often we carry the heavy burden of our
mistakes and can feel weighed down by
the pain of guilt, remorse and regret for
our wrongdoings and failures. We might
at times feel oppressed by the possibility
that we have not been forgiven, that vi-
dui didn’t produce the “heights of forgive-
ness” for us. It may even appear as if the
negative terminology of vidui presents a
challenge or an obstacle to teshuvah.

Rav Avraham Yitzchak haKohen Kook,
zy'a, addresses this kind of collateral
damage that can result, especially when
one who has developed spiritual sensitiv-
ity, yiras Shamayim and a fear of wrong-
doing, recognizes that he or she may
have done something to disappoint their
Creator. Knowing that we are infinitely
indebted to Hashem, and constantly re-
sponsible before Him, makes the aware-
ness of a shortcoming terribly painful.
As HaRav Kook writes, in this case we
shouldn’t just passively wait for Hashem
to remove the pain and impose upon us a
sense of being forgiven:

,0219N0 MAnY1 YMany Yy Tnn aNon 0IRD
Dy1YH MY Mo H1nnY Tonn Xin Y
7100 Y Ton 7K1 (NYY0 Pwnn X0 aT o1
.N17720 NN hnwm DIpnn AR NNwm ,n9
NIN 72 INKT XYY 5innb 977X nv nnm
217p 11PN 531,550 Yy nvvs v nn wnn
ANNOWN YY1 ,NNWan TN ,wAw *01y Yy ,0TIp
T .0 n%YNn Y Y nmN MT MmN
2101 Y3 NHann1.ARY?Y X172 D9 To7 XN
.91 11N

One who grieves constantly for his sins
and the sins of the world must constantly
forgive and absolve himself and the whole
world. In doing so, he draws forgiveness
and a light of loving-kindness onto all of
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being, and brings joy to God and to His
creatures.

He must first forgive himself, and afterward
cast a broad forgiveness over all, the
nearest to him first, on the branches of
the roots of the soul, and on his family,
his loved ones, his generation, and his
world, and all worlds...and thus is re-
vealed all the good that is hidden away
in everything... (Shemonah Kevatzim,
11:150)

Forgiving ourselves and letting go of im-
mobilizing guilt might sound like a diffi-
cult maneuver, as well. However if we
meditate on the words of the Vidui text,
we will see deeper meaning in the re-
peated phrase, 9728% 128vnw xvn Y, “(For-
give us) for the sin that we committed
lefanecha, ‘in front of You....””

Lefanecha can also mean ‘in Your Pres-
ence’, as we sing on Friday Nights, “Pnei
Shabbos, the Shabbos presence, let us
receive...” If we recognize that we are
always in the compassionate, royal Pres-
ence of Hashem even when we violate
His will and command, something in us
can shift. If in moments of shame and
failure we are nonetheless lefanecha, it
means we still have the zechus of work-
ing in the Royal Palace, in the service
of the King. Then, despite our mistakes,
we will appreciate Selichos not only as an
avoda of seriousness, but as one of sim-
chah, as well. We can see this avodah as
a gift, an opportunity to be cleansed and
uplifted by Hashem, and to improve our
service to the King.

May we be blessed to taste the heights of
purity and joy in complete teshuvah, and
may we merit to fulfill the will of the Rib-
bono shel Olam with love and with song!
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Rectification of the Recalcitrant
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ur Sages say that Elul is the acro-
nym of, “Aniledodi vedodili - l am
to my beloved and my beloved
is to me.” The verse in Shir
Hashirim continues, “..haroeh bashoshanim
- the shepherd among the roses.” The
month of Elul is a time of favor when
we reinstate our love and closeness to
Hashem. Just as there is an inborn affec-
tion between a father and child, there
is an innate love between Hashem and
the Jewish people. It is only our sins that
have distanced us from Hashem. Why did
Hashem give us the month of Elul before
Rosh Hashana? The Sfas Emes says that
every time we sin we bind ourselves to
negativity. It is as if we attain a different
master and there is no room to make
Hashem our king. Therefore our goal in
Elul should be to move away from the
temptation and externalities that distance
us from Hashem. Once we have released
the knots of sin, we can then fully accept
the kingship of heaven. In essence, proper
preparation in Elul involves removing the
negative and embracing the positive.

The Midrash Shocher Tov explains the
verse in Tehilim, “Lamnatzeach al shoshanim
livnei Korach,” with a parable. A king once
came to visit his people. They desired to
give him a crown of gold adorned with
stones. The king’s entourage said to the
townspeople, “The king does not want
a golden crown. Are there roses?” The
townspeople happily gave him roses.
Similarly, Hashem says he does not want
gifts of gold or incense. All he desires are

roses. The sons of Korach said, “We are
the roses.”

We see from this Midrash that there is a
correlation between roses and repentance.
Vibrant, flowering roses are a symbol of
love. The Sifsei Tzadik writes that roses
represent softness. Gold and silver are
rough and hard. Hashem does not want
a stiff heart. He desires a crown of roses
signifying love, gentleness, and beauty.
Hashem says, when you have this qual-
ity of the rose, then I can be “The shep-
herd among the roses,” I can lead you to
repentance.

What does it mean to be a rose? Rav
Pinkus quotes a verse from the prophet
Yeshaya, “Listen you distant ones and
know you close ones my strengths.” Rashi
says that the distant ones are those who
believed in Hashem from their youth. The
close ones are the baalei teshuva who came
to Hashem later in life. Rashi is teaching
us that the “close ones” are those who con-
stantly work on their relationship with
Hashem. The challenge of those who were
born observant is to constantly be a baal
teshuva. We need to fan the flames of pas-
sion and enthusiasm in our avodat Hashem.

The Saba of Kelm asked why we do not
get excited over the great miracles of the
Creation of the World, Divine Providence,
and the Splitting of the Sea. He explained
that we study these concepts when we are
five years old and we get frozen in that
five year old state of mind. We need to
look at the world and observe the Torah
with freshness and newness.

Rav Hutner explained that this fulfills the
commandment of emulating the ways of
the Almighty. Hashem renews the world
every day. Therefore if we seek to emulate
Him, we have to be a source of renewal
in the little world that we control. This is
the challenge of being a rose, maintain-
ing that enthusiasm and vibrancy in our
avodat Hashem.

According to the Michtav M’Eliyahu, we
can break the habit of rote by studying
and understanding the meaning behind
mitzvot. If you learn the laws and concepts
of a mitzva, fulfilling it becomes a different
experience. A good plan for Elul is to pick
a mitzva and study it in depth. This will
reawaken passion and enthusiasm for the
mitzva. If we approach a mitzva this way,
then it becomes a rose.

The Chofetz Chaim said that bringing
Hashem into our lives can be accom-
plished by learning to speak to Him
throughout the day. Women were gifted
with an affinity to the emotional aspect
of serving Hashem. They naturally pray
to Hashem for whatever they need and
they sense His presence in their lives. If
we can get used to talking to Hashem then
even our shemone esrai will be different. We
won’t be talking to a stranger but rather
to a loving father who is an integral part
of our life. If you develop this kind of rela-
tionship with Hashem, then your whole
life becomes a vehicle for performing the
will of Hashem.

Continued from page 19

[the broken-sounding shevarim and teruah
blasts]. But this power [of the nation’s holi-
ness] must manifest itself in the character
traits and in one’s actions [the shevarim-ter-
uah of life]. From the root [the tekiyah], the
personality traits and actions [the she-
varim-teruah blasts] are rejuvenated.” The
great shofar is our national existence. And

the small shofar is each Jew’s individual
existence. Rav Kook is teaching us that the
former must illuminate the latter. We must
have both in order to be whole.

The time has come to join together the
covenants of Ki Savo with Nitzavim, the wel-
fare of the individual with the welfare of
the nation, the great shofar with the small
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shofar, and the sanctity of the part with
the sanctity of the whole. May we merit to
make this connection and thereby see the
actualization here on earth of that which
we say in Shemonah Esreh during Minchah
on Shabbos, “You are one, and Your name
is one, and who is like Your nation Israel,
one nation in the land.”
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And G-d Returned

>

s

he world was created on the 25th

of Elul, and it seems to me that

there is not a mother who has

not been asked by a clever boy
or girl, “And what was before that?” The
answer (in Hebrew, “teshuva”) is, well, the
“teshuva”. “Before the mountains came
into being, before You brought forth the
earth and the world, You decreed, “you
mortals!” Before the creation of the heav-
ens and the earth, the Almighty created
the teshuva. And what was before that?
Obviously... the mistake.

Even before the creation of man and the
world, G-d created the possibility of error:
people will make mistakes, so He created
the possibility of correction - the teshuva.

Why think about mistakes at the begin-
ning of a relationship? I used to feel this
way when I was a lawyer, and happy
couples would sign a financial agree-
ment before they even got married, just in
case... Why was the possibility of making
a mistake created?

Rabbi Nachman wrote in one of his bolder
teachings, “And we see that His mercy is
blessed in what He decreed for us on Rosh

Rabbanit Yemima Mizrachi
Popular Torah teacher and author

Hashanah, the Day of Judgment on the
first day of the month, for it is a great
kindness. For how could we turn away
our faces to ask for atonement from Him
who is blessed? Therefore, He has done us
a favor and placed Rosh Hashanah on the
first day of the month, in which it is as if
He Himself is blessed and asks for atone-
ment, in the sense of “Bring atonement
for Me because I made the moon small,”
which is said on Rosh Chodesh, and
therefore we have no shame in asking for
atonement on the Day of Judgment, since
He Himself is blessed and then asks for
atonement...” (Likoti Moharan Tanyina)

Wow.

When G-d tells His daughter to go and save
herself, He is right. But when a parent is
most right, he can also be most wrong,
because the relationship with his child
can loosen. In a relationship, G-d says, in
the family, at work and in general with
the people of Israel, don’t always be 100%
right, because when one side is only right
and the other is only wrong, you will
never meet.

The expression chosen by the Sages to
embody this idea is the wonderful verse
in our parashah: “It is not in the heavens!”
Rabbi Eliezer is obviously right in the
dispute over the furnace of Aknai, and
heaven and earth will prove it. The judg-
ment of the other sages was obviously a
mistake. But they know that only the pos-
sibility of making a mistake establishes
a teshuva, a yeshiva of sages who will con-
tinue to wrestle with problems and rule,
here in Israel.

Apparently, we were all wrong this year
too, all parties, because we were right.
And in the place where people are right,
carob trees will never grow. They will
be pushed out of their place, G-d forbid.
(Inspired by Yehuda Amichai, from the
place where we are right.)

You have to know how to make a mistake
in order to return. To return and make
sure that the world is recreated this year.
In the beginning was heaven, but it is not
in the heavens. It is in our mouths and
hearts to do it.

Continued from page 20

misunderstood by his own colleagues; his
ideas were too advanced for his times.

“Meir” in Hebrew means “the Illumina-
tor.” The light that emanated from Rabbi
Meir’s mind and heart were too profound
for his colleagues and students. Why?
Because Rabbi Meir was of the opinion
that all interpretation and development
of Torah-thought must remain intimately
bound with its source. The commentary
and exposition may never be removed
from the space of their progenitor. The
Torah must be placed right near the
Tablets. To dilute the light in order to

accommodate the vessels will do an injus-
tice to the integrity of the message.

According to Rabbi Judah, however, the
word of G-d needs to leave the perime-
ters of the sacred Ark, and be brought
outward.

Judah, Yehudah in Hebrew, means surren-
der or submission. One has to surrender
his or her own elevated state of conscious-
ness in order to reach out and present the
Torah to the student who would not be
able to absorb the intense light dwelling
“inside the box.” Judaism, Rabbi Judah
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argued, needed to be presented in a
manner that would make it accessible,
relevant, and pertinent to people trained
in a different mindset and even those edu-
cated in the schools of Athens.

For according to Rabbi Judah this is not
a cop-out, but rather a great noble act of
self-surrender (Yehudah). It is easier to
just repeat the old phrases and sayings,
to remain secure in the ancient pathways,
but you need to transcend your comfort
zone in order to bring the light and truth
of Torah to those outside.
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he pair of verbs, ynx1 prn, first

appears in Devarim 3:28. But it next

appears three times in our parasha.

The first time is in a message from
Moshe to the people regarding the Canaanite
residents of the land:
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“Be strong and courageous, be not in fear
or in dread of them; for the LORD your G-d
Himself marches with you: He will not fail
you or forsake you.” (Devarim 31:6)

In the next verse, Moshe gives a similar
message to their incoming leader, Yehoshua:
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“Then Moshe called Yehoshua and said to
him in the sight of all Israel: Be strong and
courageous, for it Is you who shall go with
this people into the land that the LORD
swore to their fathers to give them, and it
is you who shall apportion it to them” (31:7)

Parsha Riddle

Author of the book Kohelet: A Map to Eden (Maggid)

And then a few verses later, we find a near
repetition of the first mention in 3:28. Again,
Moshe instructs Yehoshua, this time quoting
G-d:

327NN K720 NAK 72 YRR DI 10N YUINT RN
Y MIDN 739X DO PAYIVIIUK VINDTON NP
“And He charged Yehoshua son of Nun: Be
strong and courageous: for you shall bring
the Israelites into the land that I promised
them on oath, and I will be with you.” (31:23)

The same pairing of verbs appears five more
times in the book of Yehoshua, and so is very
much associated with his conquest of the
land.

Most translations render the phrase as we've
cited here: “be strong and courageous.” But
this is somewhat odd, since the two roots,
p™n and ynK, are essentially synonymous.
Both mean “to be strong,” and both also
have the sense of “to hold” (’1n7) or “to take,
secure” (YnK).

Some differences in nuance can be suggested
between the two verbs. But an argument

Sept. 9, 1940:

can be made that they are not being used as
synonyms here at all. This is based on the
linguistic concept of “hendiadys.” In a hendi-
adys, two words linked together (usually by
“and”), are not separate from each other, but
create one phrase, where one of the words
modifies the other.

This phenomenon is not uncommon in Bib-
lical Hebrew. For example, there are those
who explain the phrase awyim=3 (Bereshit
23:4, Vayikra 25:35,47) not as “an alien and
a resident” but as “a resident alien” (which
in Rabbinic Hebrew is rendered as awin 1a).
Other examples would be to translate 1nn
1121 (Bereshit 1:2) as “formless void” and pn
vaWm (Shemot 15:25) as “binding ordinance.”

Following this methodology, there are those
that suggest translating ynx1 prn as “be res-
olutely strong” or “firmly courageous.” For
the challenges that Yehoshua and the nation
faced in the time ahead, such an exhortation
was necessary.

THIS WEEK in
. Jewish History

An Italian air raid on Tel Aviv killed 117 and wounded
150.

Elul 24,5693
(1933):

Yahrzeit of Rabbi Yisrael Meir Kagen, revered author
of over 30 works on Jewish ethics and laws including
Chafetz Chaim and Mishna Berurah.

Reb Leor Broh

Mizrachi Melbourne ) )

Sept.11,1923:  The Daf Yomi, a 7-year cycle of studying a page of
Talmud a day, was initiated by Rabbi Meir Shapira
of Lublin. Today, tens of thousands of Jews study the

“daily daf” all over the world.

Find four consecutive words whose final letters
spell the Name of Hashem (Yud, Hay etc).

Answer to the Parsha Riddle
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The SS Navemar, designed for 15 passengers, arrived
in New York carrying 1,120 Jewish refugees from
Nazi Germany after a 7-week transatlantic crossing.

Sept. 12, 1941

Israeli Prime Minister Yitzchak Rabin and PLO
chairman Yasser Arafat signed the “Oslo accords”
peace agreement in Washington.

Sept. 13,1993:

The Supreme Court of Israel was inaugurated in
Jerusalem.

Sept. 14, 1948:

The Abraham Accords Peace Agreement between
the United Arab Emirates and the State of Israel was
signed at the White House.

Sept. 15, 2020:
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The above is an abridged weekly version of Dust & Stars.
To receive a free comprehensive post every day about the events and
remarkable Jews who have changed the world, please subscribe:
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