
In I. L. Peretz's 'If Not Higher,’ a skeptical and self-assured mitnagid learns that the beloved 
Rebbe of Nemirov skips selichot services.  The Rebbe, the chasidim tell the mitnagid, does not 
attend selichot but instead ascends directly to heaven to intercede for his flock.  To uncover 
what the Rebbe is really doing, the mitnagid hides under the 
Rebbe's bed, follows him out in the early dawn and 
learns that the Rebbe, instead of attending 
selichot, is actually providing in secret for 
the needs of the poor and indigent of 
the town.  Uncovering this truth 
leads the mitnagid to become a 
follower of the Rebbe.  Ever after, 
in response to the repeated claim of 
the chasidim that their Rebbe is 
ascending to heaven, the former 
mitnagid responds, 'If Not Higher.’ 

Chapter 30 of Parshat Nitzavim begins 
by promising that, after experiencing 
Jewish history, the Jewish people would 
ultimately return to God and that God would, 
correspondingly, return to us.  The Torah then seems to give an added assurance that our efforts 
are achievable: 

וא יִם ִה֑ ה ִהֽוא׃. ֹ֥לא ַבָּׁשַמ֖ י ְמַצְּוָ֖ך ַהּ֑יֹום ֹלא־נְִפֵל֥את ִהו֙א ִמְּמָ֔ך ְוֹ֥לא ְרחָֹק֖ ר ָאנִֹכ֥ את ֲאֶׁש֛ ֹ֔ י ַהִּמְצָו֣ה ַהּז  ִּכ֚
י ר ִמ֣ ֹ֗ וא ֵלאמ ֶבר ַלָּי֖ם ִה֑ ּנָה׃. ְוֹלא־ֵמֵע֥ ּה ְונֲַעֶׂשֽ נּו אָֹת֖ נּו ְויְַׁשִמֵע֥ ָה ָּל֔ יְָמ֙ה ְויִ˙˙ָּקֶח֣ נּו ַהָּׁשַמ֙ י יֲַעֶלה־ָּל֤ ר ִמ֣ ֹ֗  ֵלאמ

ּנָה׃ ּה ְונֲַעֶׂשֽ נּו אָֹת֖ נּו ְויְַׁשִמֵע֥ ָה ָּל֔ ֶבר ַהּיָ֙ם ְויִָּקֶח֣ נּו ֶאל־ֵע֤  יֲַעׇבר־ָל֜
For this mitzvah which I command you this day is not baffling for you nor is it 

beyond your reach.  It is not in heaven …Nor is it beyond the sea…But it is very 
close to you, in your mouth and in your heart, to observe it. (30:11-14) 

What is 'this mitzvah' that is not 'in heaven' nor 'beyond the sea'?   

According to Rashi, the reference is to the Written and Oral Torah.  The assurance that 'it is not 
in heaven' means that the Torah can be understood and internalized intellectually and that we 
should strive to uncover the reasons behind the mitzvot.  'It is not beyond the sea' informs us 
that the Torah is not for 'other people' but is for each of us to observe and fulfill.  
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According to Ramban, who holds that verses 1-10 of chapter 30 are the source for the mitzvah 
of teshuva, 'It is not in Heaven' tells us that we don't need a prophet to explain teshuva to us and 
'It is not beyond the sea' teaches that we don't have to travel to 'experts' to instruct us on how to 
fulfill this mitzvah.  Rather it is something 'very close' to us—almost innate in our souls  'like a 
hind yearns for water, my soul yearns for you O God.’  (Tehillim 42:2) 

I would like to suggest that both commentators are correct and that the key to this broader 
understanding lies in how Rabbi Yochanan understood these phrases: 

Rabbi Yoḥanan said: ‘It is not in heaven' means that Torah is not to be found in the haughty, 
those who raise their self-image as though they were in heaven.  "Nor is it beyond the sea" 
means that it is not to be found among merchants or traders who are constantly traveling and do 
not have the time to study Torah properly.  (Eruvin 55a) 

I believe that Rabbi Yochanan is pointing out that a change in attitude is necessary for the 
proper observance of mitzvot and, specifically, for teshuva.  

Without being able to leave our self-importance and 
self-indulgence behind and redirect our habitual 

activities and slow—at least for a time—our 
hectic lives, we have little chance of 

entering into the realm where the 
observance of mitzvot, and especially 
teshuva, is possible.  However, as 
Parshat Nitzavim promises us, if we 
are able to start the process, then 

Hashem will come to our aid and help 
us finish it.   

May we all merit to internalize, like the 
mitnagid in I. L. Peretz's masterful story, Rabbi 

Yochanan's message, and start on our own path back to 
Hashem so that in the days and weeks to come, with God's help, we can ascend closer to 
heaven,  'If Not Higher.' 
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Steve and Caron moved to Scarsdale almost 35 years ago. They have been active 
members of YIS, and have been involved in most every aspect of building the shul 
community from serving as officers of the shul to running chesed and charity events.  
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