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A non-kosher steakhouse in a Jewish neighborhood is floundering. So the local rabbi meets with 
the owner and suggests that by making the restaurant kosher, he could expand his clientele. The 
owner thanks the rabbi for his suggestion, but says very politely, “I’m struggling as it is. I 
couldn’t possibly afford to take on the additional expense of kosher supervision.” 
 
“I understand,” the rabbi says. “But I’m happy to work with you. Why don’t we start with a 
nominal fee – say $100 a month – and if things improve, we’ll adjust my fee accordingly.” 
 
“Well, it’s worth a try,” says the owner. 
 
Sure enough, six months later, business has really picked up and the restaurant is back on its feet. 
 
“Now that things have improved,” the rabbis says, “I think it would be fair to adjust my fee as 
we discussed. I’d like to say $1000 a month.” 
 
“That sounds fair,” says the owner. “After all, it really was your idea that saved my restaurant.” 
 
Six more months pass and business is just booming. Patrons are calling days in advance to make 
reservations. They’re lining up outside the door to get in. 
 
“Now that your restaurant has really taken off,” the rabbi says, “I’d like to suggest that we go up 
to my usual fee: $5,000 a month.” 
 
“$5,000 a month?!,” the owner says. “For that price I may as well just serve kosher meat!” 
 
Things are not always as they appear. And this is particularly true today.  
 
In Israel, today marked the completion of the Torah. Here in the diaspora, as we do every year, 
we’ll make our siyum on the Torah tomorrow on Simchas Torah. But completing the Torah on 
annual basis was not always the universal practice.  
 
According to the Gemara, the Jews of ancient Palestine and its surrounding lands would observe 
a triennial cycle of the Torah. And though by the middle ages, it was the exception rather than 
the rule, the practice was prevalent enough that it was at least known to the Rambam.  
 
As the משך חכמה points out, what’s fascinating to notice is that even among the triennialists, the 
Torah reading for Shmini Atzeret was וזאת הברכה nonetheless. We’re not just reading this parsha 
because it’s the פרשת השבועה. We never read a weekly parsha on Yom Tov. What emerges is that 
irrespective of completing the Torah, there’s something about this specific parsha that makes it 
appropriate to the theme of this enigmatic Jewish holiday. The question is what that something 
is? 
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To answer this question, we first need to understand what Shmini Atzeret is all about. It’s no 
secret that theme of the day is קשה עלי פרידתכם. Sukkot has a universal streak. The General 
Assembly is actually a good foil. Rather than all the nations of the world coming together to 
share meaningless rhetoric and exchange empty promises, in Temple times the 70 nations were 
invited to join us in fraternity and celebration. And as you know, the Korbanot of the holiday 
correspond to these invited guests. It’s when all of this universal celebration is over that we – 
God’s chosen people – remain in the precincts of the Temple for a private audience with 
Hashem. This is the particularist Jewish holiday we call שמיני עצרת.  
 
With this in mind, what I’d like to suggest is that וזאת הברכה offers a commentary on what makes 
our relationship with Hashem so special and so unique.  
 
Torah tells us right at beginning of Parsha: 

  דברים פרק לג פסוק ב 
  ַוּיֹאַמר יְקָֹוק ִמִּסינַי ָּבא 

 
But what does it mean that God came from Sinai? It’s such a bizarre formulation. 
 
Let me share with you what I consider to be one of the most beautiful Rashis in the Torah: 
 

  יצא לקראתם כשבאו להתיצב בתחתית ההר כחתן היוצא להקביל פני כלה  -מסיני בא 
 
When the Jewish people arrived at the foot of the mountain, God came out to greet them. And 
Rashi invokes the image of a bride and groom. 
 
Have you ever been to a wedding where they have this minhag? The bride walks down the aisle 
– and then she stops. The groom steps out from under the chuppah and meets his Kallah on the 
walkway. And then together, they walk to the Chuppah.  
 
It’s really the theme of the whole parsha. It’s the final scene of Moshe’s life. What happened on 
a national level now happens on a deeply personal level. Just as Hashem met the people half 
way, now he meets Moshe half way. 
 

  דברים פרק לד 
  ָאב ֶאל ַהר נְבֹו רֹאׁש ַהִּפְסָּגה ֲאֶׁשר ַעל ְּפנֵי יְֵרחֹו ַוּיְַרֵאהּו יְקָֹוק ֶאת ָּכל ָהָאֶרץ ֶאת ַהִּגְלָעד ַעד ָּדן:(א) ַוּיַַעל מֶֹׁשה ֵמַעְרבֹת מֹו

  
Remember the scene? Crushed by God’s insistence that he not enter the land, Moshe claims his 
consolation prize. He goes up the mountain so he can at least behold with his own two eyes the 
Promised Land. But notice what happens when he gets up the mountain.  

 ַוּיְַרֵאהּו יְקָֹוק ֶאת ָּכל ָהָאֶרץ
Why did God need to show Moshe anything? If he reached the summit, couldn’t he see it 
himself? 
 
The answer is no. Moshe was the greatest seer the world has even known, but his vision was not 
unlimited. He could see as far as the eye could see – but no farther. 
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So Hashem met him and expanded his vision. Moshe took the first steps and Hashem did the 
rest.  
 
What I’d like to propose is that reading וזאת הברכה and meditating on this theme on the holiday of 
Shmini Atzeret is intended to acclimate us to an orientation that should govern not only our 
relationship with Hashem, but our human relationships, too. The message, quite simply, is that 
all we need is the self-assuredness to begin the process, rather than worry so much about how it 
will end. Like the restaurateur. Sometimes we just need to take a little initiative. When we make 
the first move, Hashem responds in kind. And we should expect no less reciprocity from human 
beings. 
 
Let me share with you three applications that I have in mind – three audiences that stand to gain 
so much by cultivating this willingness to take initiative.  
 
The first audience is the group of people already in relationships. It’s a hugely important 
message – but one that we almost never talk about. What are we doing to deepen our existing 
relationships? This is a question that applies across the board – whether you’ve been dating 
someone for five weeks or whether you’ve been married to them for 50 years. Rather than 
running the operation on auto pilot, what are the mountains you want to start climbing? What are 
the gestures, the contributions, the acts of חסד that you could introduce to the relationship to help 
it grow? Make the first move; don’t be surprised when your partner reciprocates.  
 
The second audience I have in mind is the group of people who aren’t in relationships but wish 
they were. Think of Moshe trekking up the mountain by himself. There’s a loneliness component 
to this story. A longing. And a sense of not really knowing what the future holds. And yet it’s 
also a story of courage and perseverance. And so it is. Emunah doesn’t mean believing Hashem 
is going to help you. Emunah means believing that when you make the first move, Hashem will 
meet you half way. I recognize that it’s easy to say and hard to do. But human agency is only 
agency if we act.  
 
Finally, there’s a message that applies to everyone here this morning. I’ve urged you in the past 
to be matchmakers and I renew that plea today. There is no one in this room – young or old – 
married or single – who can’t be in the business of helping bring people together. On Shabbos 
we’re going to read about the first mitzvah in the Torah: פרו ורבו. After a 120, one of the 
questions we’ll be asked is עסקת בפריה ורביה? The Maharsha writes – you know what it means: 
Were you עוסק – were you involved in matchmaking? None of us is a prophet. None of us knows 
for sure if or when two people will click. But let’s try. Let’s take the first step. Go halfway. Call 
one person and see if they might be interested in your idea. A little faith and a healthy dose of 
audacity might just change someone’s life forever.  
 
In just a moment we’re going to recite Yizkor. Here at The Jewish Center we have the practice of 
beginning with a special קל מלא for the victims of the Holocaust. And it’s particularly sobering to 
think about the children. The little boys and girls whose lives were cut short – the little boys and 
girls who never had the opportunities to be in relationships with Hashem and with one another. 
We call to mind their memory even on our most joyous days not just to declare that their 
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memories shall never be forgotten, but to remind us in the most poignant terms, the preciousness 
of the opportunities before us.  
 
Perhaps we cease the work of our daily מלאכה on Yom Tov so that we can engage in a different 
type of מלאכה – the work of building, strengthening and deepening our relationships.  
 

 לא עליך המלאכה לגמור ולא אתה בן חורין להבטל ממנה
We don’t have it to make it all the way up to the top of the mountain ourselves; but neither are 
we excused from at least taking the first steps.  
 
 
 
 
 


