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This past week, a debate opened up on one of the listserves in which I nominally participate.  

A number of weeks ago, several national organizations collaborated and scheduled a rabbinic 

mission to Washington, DC to protest the Iran deal and lobby our elected officials. Because 

congress wasn’t in session over the summer, the organizers chose September 9
th

 as the date for 

the mission. Little did they know that the deal’s passage would have already been assured. And 

so the question emerged this week: Now that the Iran deal is a fait accompli, is there still value in 

the rabbis attending? After all, it’s five days before Rosh Hashana and there are a few sermons 

still yet to be written. 

 

I confess that for me personally, the decision was very simple: I asked Rabbi Zirkind to go.  

 

But joking aside, I think it’s actually part of a much larger question: If we can’t change the 

outcome, what’s our responsibility to the principle in which we believe?  

 

Of course there’s no singular formula and every case has to be considered on its own merits, but 

our Parsha this morning offers a commentary that I believe has broad application. 

 

I want to share with you a Midrash that is both haunting and profound.  

 

Here’s the background:  

 

So much of Sefer Devarim is devoted to Moshe’s farewell address and Ki Tavo is no exception. 

And toward the very end of the Parsha, Moshe says something that’s very difficult to understand: 

 

ֲאֶׁשר ָעָׂשה יְהָוה ְלֵעינֵיֶכם ְּבֶאֶרץ ִמְצַריִם, ְלַפְרעֹה -ַאֶּתם ְרִאיֶתם, ֵאת ָּכל  יְִׂשָרֵאל, ַוּיֹאֶמר ֲאֵלֶהם:-ָּכל-ַוּיְִקָרא מֶֹׁשה ֶאל א
נַָתן יְהָוה ָלֶכם ֵלב -ְו'א ג.  ָהאֹתֹת ְוַהּמְֹפִתים ַהְּגדִֹלים, ָהֵהם-- ַהַּמּסֹות, ַהְּגדֹ'ת, ֲאֶׁשר ָראּו, ֵעינֶי$ ב.  ַאְרצֹו-ֲעָבָדיו, ּוְלָכל- ּוְלָכל

 . ַהּיֹום ַהּזֶה ָלַדַעת, ְוֵעינַיִם ִלְראֹות ְוָאזְנַיִם ִלְׁשמַֹע, ַעד

 

Moshe called the Jewish people and said to them: You’ve seen all that Hashem to Pharaoh and 

God  –and including this today  –the wonders, the signs and the miracles. And yet until  –Egypt 

the ears to hear. Somehow… has still not given you the heart to understand, the eyes to see or 

You still don’t get it. 

 

What does Moshe mean? The question is:  

Just what is it that the Jewish people haven’t understood and haven’t internalized all this time? 

 

The Midrash proposes an answer:  

 

ה למות ולא ביקשו עליו רחמים שיכנס לארץ, כינס אותם והתחיל מוכיחם. אמר א"ר שמואל בר יצחק: כיון שנטה מש
 להם: אחד פדה ס' ריבוא מעגל ס' ריבוא לא היו יכולים לפדות אדם אחד?!
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Said R. Shmuel bar Yitzchak: Once it was known that Moshe was going to die and no one took 

up his case, Moshe gathered the Jewish people and gave them a piece of his mind. He said to 

them: One man saved 600,000 from sudden death and yet these 600,000 can’t save one man.  

e was crestfallen. And doubly so. Hhis is the day on which Moshe Rabbeinu was going to die. T

long dream of entering the -Of course he was devastated that he would never realize his life

one come forward to daven on his why had no But to add insult to injury, Promised Land. 

behalf? 

 

• For forty years he defended the Jewish people.  

• He was their greatest champion and most vocal advocate. 

• When Hashem was ready to destroy the Jewish people it was Moshe who stood up and 

davened for their salvation. 

 

It was no secret that Moshe wanted nothing more desperately than to set foot into the Land of 

Israel. And yet – עד היום הזה – at no point did any member of the Jewish people ever step up and 

make a plea for Moshe Rabbeinu.   

 

It’s a scathing critique of the Jewish people and it opens up a window onto the relationship 

between Moshe and בני ישראל that we seldom consider. 

 

But I want to take the Midrash to its logical next step. Why did Moshe want the people to daven?  

 

He was Moshe Rabbeinu – the greatest prophet that ever was or ever will be. And yet his Tefillot 

hadn’t been answered. Did he expect the Tefillot of the grumbling masses to move the divine 

needle more than his own personal pleas? Did he, for a moment, believe their Tefillot would be 

more efficacious than his?  

 

Of course not.  

 

But that doesn’t mean the Jewish people shouldn’t have davened. Irrespective of the outcome, 

the Midrash is arguing, it was their responsibility to repay Moshe’s kindness. They should have 

stood up and made their voices heard. For sometimes the gesture matters more than the 

outcome. 

 

And brimming beneath the surface of Bikkurim at the beginning of our Parsha is precisely the 

same message.  

 

Just how many first fruits does the farmer present to the Kohen in the Temple? Is it a fixed 

quantity or is it a percentage of the farmer’s production? 

 

The answer is that it’s neither. Bikkurim are among those Mitzvot that have no minimum:  

 אלו דברים שאין להם שיעור.

It’s all at the discretion of the grower.  
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It may well be that a destitute vintner presents to the Kohen a simple cluster of grapes or even a 

single raisin. In so doing he absolutely fulfils his obligation. Because in the end, it’s not about 

efficacy, it’s about the gesture.   

 

That is the message with which our Parsha begins and ends. 

 

I would actually suggest three ways in which gestures matter – sometimes even more than 

outcomes.  

 

First is the message it sends to the recipient or the onlooker. We communicate in no uncertain 

terms that we care. Imagine the feeling of the Kohen on receiving a grape from a farmer who 

spent a week traveling from the Golan to perform the mitzvah of Bikkurim. The message isn’t in 

the substance; it’s in the form. We can’t always control the levers of power or influence. 

Sometimes we’re just not in a position to be rainmakers. Maybe the Tefillot of the Jewish people 

wouldn’t have spelled the difference between whether or not Moshe crossed the Jordan; but they 

surely would have spelled the difference between Moshe’s feeling alone versus feeling the 

embrace of an empathetic nation.  

 

Second, gestures keep us from falling into the traps of apathy and lethargy. Of course we have to 

pick our spots, but if we habituate ourselves to activism, we become activists. Every time we 

mobilize – every time we make a conscious decision to act we grow our own capacity for action.  

 

And finally, it’s worth remembering that none of us – at least to my knowledge – is endowed 

with the gift of prophecy. What we may consider but a token may have consequences well 

beyond our ken. You never know:  

• A matter we thought closed could open once again; 

• Or something may unfold down the road that we never could have anticipated.  

• It’s up to us to believe that when we cling firmly to our principles and do what the Torah 

calls טוב and ישר we advance the Torah’s agenday in ways we may never be able to 

measure.  

 

In all seriousness, I traveled to Capitol Hill twice this summer and I would go a third time were it 

not for the fact that Rachel is so close to her due date. But I would encourage all of my 

colleagues to make their case in Washington on Wednesday. In so doing, they remind the people 

of Israel and Jews the world over that we care deeply. They promote a spirit of activism that’s 

ultimately indispensable. And together with our Tefillot and the work of others advocating for 

peace, who knows what they may ultimately accomplish?  

 

As 5775 comes to a close, we also have before us opportunities to matter in ways that cannot be 

measured: 

• It’s a smile or handshake to an unfamiliar face that can transform an entire Shabbat 

morning for a guest or a visitor; 

• It’s a call or an email to someone we haven’t seen recently. That we noticed their 

absence might mean the world to them; 

• It’s an invitation for a Shabbos meal to the person least expecting it.  
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As the Rambam writes: We have to imagine that the scales of our collective fate might be tipped 

by the performance of what may seem like the most inconsequential Mitzvah. Its impact on the 

world – and on us – may be immeasurable.  

 


