
Beth Am Dvar Torah: Parshat Devarim 
Chayva Lehrman 
July 24, 2020/4th of Av, 5780 

 
Does anyone know what happened in the Sixties? I’m not talking about 
conspiracy theories here, I mean the real stuff: what was the story of the 
decade? Was it one of political upheaval? Ok, if you answered yes in your 
head, was that story of political upheaval one of assassinations and riots 
and war, or once-in-a-century leaders and powerful change? If the story of 
the decade was one of political movements, which story are you more likely 
to tell, the fight for civil rights or women’s lib or the anti-war movement? Or 
maybe not politics - maybe the Sixties was the Beatles and the Rolling 
Stones, or Dylan and Simon & Garfunkel, or Sam Cooke and Marvin Gaye 
and the Four Tops. And what were the hippies really about anyway? 
 
You get the point: there are many ways to tell the story of the Sixties. What 
we choose to retell and how we tell it shows what matters to us. What we 
value comes through in what we emphasize. 
 
Moses is about to tell us a lot of a story, covering not one decade, but four. 
The English name for the book we are beginning this Shabbat, 
Deuteronomy, means “second telling,” from the Greek translation of the 
book’s Hebrew nickname, the Mishneh Torah (not the Rambam text - 
rather, meaning “repetition of Torah” or “Second Torah”).  
 
We know that we’re in for a long monologue because the text tells us so: 
Deuteronomy begins in Chapter 1, Verse 5, by saying, “On the other side of 
the Jordan, in the land of Moab, Moses began to expound this Teaching.” 
In the 8th century Midrash Tanchuma, Rabbi Yitzchak points out that the 
long-winded undertaking that Moses is about to embark upon contradicts 
his initial self-description, “I am not a man of words.” What compels Moses 
to tell the Israelites about what they and their parents went through? 
Another way to understand Deuteronomy 1:5, הֹוִא֣יל מֶֹׁש֔ה ֵּבֵא֛ר ֶאת־ַהּתֹוָר֥ה 
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 is to say “Moses began to illuminate the Torah.” The book of ,ַהּזֹ֖את
Deuteronomy is Moses’ work of preparing the Israelites to enter the Land 
by reviewing the laws and stories that he thinks will be important when they 
settle. He doesn’t simply recount - he reframes. Moses is ready to make a 
point, over and over again: the people of Israel are in covenant with God, 
the one and only God.  
 
To understand why our story gets interrupted for this thorough 
recapitulation, let’s go back to history and historiography. Originally, the 
Jewish canon was probably Genesis through Numbers and right on to 
Joshua, which makes sense in the narrative. Just last week, at the end of 
the book of Numbers, we read about the Reubenites and Gadites 
requesting to settle east of the Jordan River, which they get to fulfill in the 
book of Joshua after the Israelites have conquered the land. Deuteronomy 
is thought to be a later insertion into the Torah. Around 622 BCE, a 
mysterious scroll, called a sefer haTorah or “book of Teaching/Torah,” was 
discovered in the Temple and triggered massive changes in Israelite 
worship. The king of the time, King Josiah, directed his kingdom to destroy 
local altars and fertility cults, remove pagan altars and idols from the 
Temple in Jerusalem, and centralize monotheistic Israelite worship in the 
Temple. Many scholars, though not all, call this religious campaign 
“Deuteronomic Reform,” because King Josiah’s priorities match the way 
Deuteronomy retells the story of the Torah: it REALLY reinforces 
monotheism and Israel’s covenantal relationship with God. 
 
How else could our story have been retold? Imagine a book of 
Deuteronomy where the emphasis is not our covenantal relationship with 
the singular God, but rather God’s holiness and how we should worship. 
Laws would be reframed and stories retold to emphasize how they 
contribute to proper sacrificial practices, cleanliness, and communal 
fasting. But that is not what was important to Moses, or King Josiah, 
depending on whom you credit. He wanted to make sure we are not led 
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astray by idols or other religions. And that shaped Judaism all the way to 
the modern day. How we retell stories matters. 
 
We are living a new story today. Coronavirus, the movement for Black 
lives, and other events and circumstances of 2020 are recreating our world 
faster than we can keep track of. But there will be no neat and tidy ending 
like Moses is presented with. Moses is told when the end of his personal 
era is coming, and then it comes and everyone knows when it has passed. 
The end of this period of change will be ambiguous and amorphous, at 
least until someone writes a book about it. But how that book is written, 
how this story gets told, will be shaped by how we tell the story of the 
moment while we’re in it. What is this period really about? Are we in a time 
of isolation and loneliness, or creative connection? Is modern Jewish life 
growing, shrinking, or just changing? Is this a moment of a great step 
forward in racial justice or turbulence and disorder? Is our pain 
counterbalanced by progress? Is the pressure we feel, creating jewels that 
we will treasure? 
 
How we tell our story of this moment matters. It affects how we feel now, 
and how we will feel when we look back at this time. Stories are how we 
shape our identity, especially stories of hard times. Let’s shape an identity 
we can be proud of. And we already shape the story all the time: how we 
describe our work, our health, our families; in all the ways we say, “we wish 
we could” or “if only I were;” in how we sign our emails. We make this story. 
Let’s make sure we’re writing the story we want. Shabbat shalom. 
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