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Be Strong, Be Strong and May We Strengthen Each Other 
 
Hazak Hazak V’nithazek  …  
 
Tomorrow morning, Jewish communities everywhere will conclude the Torah 
reading with those words.  
 
Hazak Hazak V’nithazek ...  
 
Five times a year,  each time we finish a book of Torah, Jews recite these three 
words.  This Shabbat, as a community we will complete the book of Exodus and 
we say  --  join with me now.  
 
Hazak Hazak V’nithazek ...  
 
Translated into English the phrase roughly means Be Strong! Be Strong!  And 
may we strengthen each other! 
 
It’s an intriguing way to conclude a book of the Torah by focusing on this word - 
Hazak.  
 
One might think we would end each book with a prayer – a recognition that we 
have committed ourselves to fulfilling the commandment of reading Torah. 
Blessed are you God, who commands us to read our sacred scripture.  
 
Or perhaps one might think  that we would finish the reading of the book of Torah  
by looking ahead to our next book  – in our case Leviticus –  where we anticipate 
the forthcoming words of Torah as we enter a new book of the bible.  
 



Or perhaps, we would continue on seamlessly without acknowledging that our 
books change,  recognizing that no matter  where we are in our torah cycle, our 
commitment to God and the words of Torah are unwavering.  
 
But yet we conclude the book with a powerful cry.  
 
Hazak Hazak V’nithazek ... 
 
HAZAK – The first Hazak is for ourselves. Be strong.  
 
On this Shabbat.  This Strange Shabbat - where we might need the presence of 
community more than ever, yet we know that we need to maintain our physical 
distance, We remember the beginning  of the teaching from  Pirkei Avot, the 
Ethics of our Fathers, that says  im ein ani li mi li – if I am not for myself who will 
be for me?  
 
We recognize it is essential to take time for ourselves.  We need to strengthen 
our minds and our bodies.  Perhaps it’s through walking, running, gardening, or 
other exercise.  Maybe it’s through finding time to study or meditate, or quite 
possibly it means picking up a new book or finding time in the day to sit down 
with a piece of music that we enjoy.  
 
It most certainly will require us to turn off the news, sign out of twitter or 
facebook,  put down our phones and spend time away from the anxiety of the 
moment.   If you’ve been cooped up with family members, it’s important to find 
that strength for time apart.   If you’ve been cooped up alone, say hi to a 
neighbor or reach out to an old friend.   If you are physically sick and need help 
or you are emotionally frayed and need a helping voice - please reach out.  It’s a 
very Jewish idea to allow others to be in the position to fufill a mitzvah.  
 
Each morning Jewish prayer services  begin with a prayer that is entirely focused 
on ourselves, we say Modeh Ani L’ifanecha – “God I give thanks before you that 
my soul is in the right place.”  Our opening morning prayer is in the first person. 



By doing so we recognize that in order to care for others we need to care for 
ourselves as well. We start our days by making sure that we as individuals have 
the strength we need to be in the right state of mind.  
 
 
Hazak Hazak V’nithazek ... 
 
HAZAK – the second Hazak is for our community. Be Strong.  
 
We continue the teaching from Pirkei Avot-- u ch'she-ani l'atzmi mah ani –  but If I 
am only for myself, what am I?  We understand that as a community we are more 
than individuals. We can only be strong,  if we are able to be strong together.  
 
We know that these are difficult times.  Normal life has been upended.  We fear 
for our families, our friends, our congregation.  We worry about physical health 
and social isolation.  We care about friends we cannot visit and vulnerable 
people we’ve never met.  
 

We know that these are unprecedented times throughout our country right now. 
Real economic concerns, fears about isolated loved ones.  Rising Asian-American 
bigotry.   Concerns about homebound seniors and homeless communities. 
Concerns about refugees on our borders and incarcerated adults.  
 
We offer prayers for the amazing nurses and doctors and health workers who are 
away from their families during these challenging moments.  We also pray for 
those who are sick with the strange virus --may you go from strength to 
weakness and back to strength.  
 
A version of the saying hazak, hazak, v’nithazek comes from the very beginning 
of the Book of Joshua.  Moses, the greatest of all prophets has just died and 
Joshua is chosen as the individual who will take the people into Israel, into the 
Promised Land.   One can imagine how hard it would have been for Joshua to 
follow in Moses’ shoes. We can certainly relate to the story. The Greatest of all 



the prophets who has a face to face relationship with God has just perished and 
suddenly Joshua is called to lead  the community that has been wandering  
for 40 years. Not an easy position to be thrust into.  
 
Nevertheless, in the very beginning of his leadership God turns to Joshua and 
says Hazak, “be strong and resolute” – God, understanding the situation, 
comforts Joshua and assures Joshua that he is not alone and gives him the 
charge to be strong.  
 
Likewise, we turn to those in our community in need of strength and tell them to 
be strong,  for they too are not alone.   If someone needs help, we will help.   If 
someone needs groceries we will deliver groceries.  If someone needs to say 
kaddish, we will find a way.  We will connect with our doctors and nurses to 
support them and continue to be in touch with the local non-profits working so 
hard to protect those on the margins.  
 
We all can help - most importantly by observing all the rules around distancing - 
but let’s not let social distancing turn into social isolation.  How about a hand 
written card or note to a distant relative or a nurse or a doctor?  Drop off a plate 
of cookies at the home of a nearby neighbor?  If you’re up for it order food from a 
small eating establishment?   How about a donation to one of the amazing 
non-profits working so hard at these times?  At Beth Am we are reaching out  to 
be in touch with every single member of this synagogue - over 1500 families to 
check in.  
 
 
Hazak Hazak V’nithazek ... 
 
V’NITHAZEK – May we strengthen each other.  Although containing the same 
root, V’nitahazek comes in a different form  than the first two. It encompasses 
both charges of Hazak, the strength for the individual as well as for the 
community.  V’nithazek merges the two … the individual and communal intermix, 
a recognition that we are all bound together  It challenges us to recall the final 



piece of the teaching from  Pirkei Avot. “Im ein akshav, eimatai.”  If not now 
when!  
 
In this week’s double Torah Portion - Vayhekel-Pekudei,  we read the story of the 
creating of the holy Mihskan or tabernacle.  Our Rabbis teach that the Mishkan 
was created in a manner  that would allow each person,  each individual, the 
opportunity to contribute to the creating of the The Holy Sanctuary.  The 
individual brings his own talent for the communal benefit … The Mishkan, the 
sacred symbol of God's Covenant with the Jewish People was only completed 
when the entirety of those wandering in the desert each brought his or her own 
gift.  
 
According to Rashi - the 11th century french rabbi - in a commentary to this 
week’s torah portion, when their work on the Tabernacle was done, Moses 
blessed the Israelites saying:  
 
"May it be God's will that the Divine Presence rests on the work of your hands"  
(Rashi on Exodus 39:43).  
 
On this Shabbat,  this sacred time for reflection and relaxation, the individual 
spirit and the communal presence comes together.  May the Divine Presence 
rest on the work of our hands, and may our hands be strong for those who need 
us.  Be Strong, Be Strong and May we Strengthen Each Other!  
 
Hazak, Hazak, v'nitchazeik. 
Hazak, Hazak, v'nitchazeik. 
 


