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It Is Not in Heaven (X°7 2v»wa RY)

Trandlated and adapted from

I yunim Chadashim by Nechama L eibowitz

In our previous studies we dealt with the first ten pesukim of this
perek (Nitzavim 30:1-10), whose subject isteshuva, and with the
closing six pesukim (30:15-20), whose subject is the choice between
life and death. We saw how the Torah uses the words shuv and
chayimin differing senses, giving these themes deep and varied
meaning.

Thistime we turn to the four pesukim that stand between those two
sections — brief in wording, but weighty in substance. Like much of
what iswritten in the Torah's closing parshiyos, they sum up great
and foundational ideas about the Torah asawhole.

(Nitzavim 30:11) R21 7an R°77 DRPDI R D177 TN 2IR WK DRI 807 %
X°77 7P — For this mitzvah, which I command you today, is not
concealed from you, nor isit far off.

DR VAW 17 TARN maw 112 7930 M KD X0 onwa &2 (30:12)

— mwynltisnot in heaven, that you should say: who will go up to
heaven for us and bring it to us, that we may hear it and do it?

NYAW 17 AN 071 72 9K 117 1280 M R R0 007 12vn &1 (30:13)
— mwyn ankNor isit beyond the sea, that you should say: who will
crossthe seafor usand bring it to us, that we may hear it and do it?
— WYL 723921 o2 TRM 1277 TOX 217p °0 (30: 14)For the matter is
very closeto you, in your mouth and in your heart, to do it.

Two Waysto Read These Pesukim

The commentators disagree over how to read this passage. Isit a
continuation of what precedes it — the ten pesukim of our perek that
speak entirely of teshuva, so that the words nXr7 m1¥n;1 °2, "for this is
the mitzvah," refer back to teshuva? Or do these pesukim mean to
speak, in summary fashion, of the Torah as awhole?

Ramban's Approach: These Pesukim Continue the Theme of
Teshuva

Ramban (30:11) holds the first view: that the passage speaks of
teshuva, and that the Torah stresses here that nothing standsin its
way — that no one can excuse himself on technical grounds, citing
considerations of place or time that supposedly hold him back from
returning:

But "this mitzvah" refers to the teshuva already mentioned, asin "and
you shall take it to your heart" (30:1) and "and you shall return to
Hashem your G-d" (30:2) — amitzvah He commands usto fulfill.
So it continues (30:4): "if your outcasts be in the ends of heaven..."
— even at such adistance, you can still return to Hashem and do it,
"according to al that | command you today," for the matter is not
concealed from you nor far off, but very close to you. And the reason
it says "in your mouth and in your heart, to do it" is that a person
must confess his sin and the sin of his fathers with his mouth, and his
heart must return to Hashem — and they shall accept upon
themselves that day to fulfill the Torah for all generations, asit is
written, "you and your children, with all your heart and all your soul"
(30:2).

Ramban thus links our pasuk (30:11) to pesukim 2 and 4, stressing
again and again that teshuva depends on no place, no time, no
circumstance, no external condition, and no pressure from foreign
nations or foreign cultures — it rests solely on aperson's free will to
return, and to return completely, out of the depths of his heart, out of
asoul'slonging to return to its Divine source even from the depths of
sin, even after growing distant from Hashem and His Torah through
the pull of foreign cultures, customs, and habits of mind. It iswithin
aperson's power to break down every barrier erected between
himself and his Creator:

— INWY? 722721 7°92 TRM 277 ToR 7P 2 (30: 14)For the matter is
very close to you, in your mouth and in your heart, to do it.

Rav Y osef Albo's Approach

Rav Y osef Albo interprets these pesukim in similar fashion,
attempting to weave the three sections of the perek into a single unit.
Hewritesin Sefer Halkkarim, Maamar 4, Perek 25:

Examining parashas Nitzavim carefully, we find that the verse's
statement, "see, | have set before you today... which | command you
today, to love Hashem your G-d... to listen to His voice and to cling
to Him" (30:15-20), speaks of teshuva, following the flow and
connection of the parasha. At the outset it says, "and you shall return
to Hashem your G-d and listen to His voice" (30:2), introducing the
topic of teshuva and stating that one must be completein it so that
Hashem will respond in kind. It repeats this at the end: "for you will



return to Hashem your G-d with all your heart and al your soul”
(30:10). Afterward it speaks at length in praise of teshuva— of its
virtue together with the ease of attaining it: "for this mitzvah... is not
concealed... for it isvery closeto you" (30:11-14) — and al of this,
without doubt, speaks of teshuva.

A proof of thisisthe phrase "in your mouth and your heart, to do it"
(30:14), for teshuva depends precisely on confession of the mouth
and remorse of the heart. And the verse goesto great length in
praising it when it says, "it isnot in heaven, nor isit beyond the sea"
(30:12-13) — asthough to say that the matter would be worth every
effort in the world, even ascending to heaven or crossing the seato
attain it, so precious athing isit... for reason dictates that a sinner
should not be forgiven merely on account of hissin, and al the more
so that teshuva should not be accepted through words alone, as the
prophet says, "take words with you and return to Hashem™ (Hoshea
14:3) — were it not for the kindness of Hashem. And so the Torah
goes on to warn, "see, | have set before you today life and good...
choose life... that you may live' (30:15, 19). Having shown how
easily it isattained — "for the matter is very close to you" (30:14) —
it istherefore not fitting to be lazy in attaining it, sinceit islifeitself
for your soul; and just as one ought not be lazy in the pursuit of life,
so too here. Thisiswhy "choose life" isjuxtaposed to it. And the
verse explains that the life attained through this mitzvah isitself the
very end the Torah seeks, for it is attained through the mitzvah of
which it issaid, "to love Hashem your G-d, to listen to His voice, and
to cling to Him, for Heis your life and the length of your days'
(30:20).

Rav Yosef Albo thus reads n&ri7 mx¥ni *3 as referring to teshuva,
supporting his view with 1nwy? 722721 52 T8 1277 PR 2P 03,
since teshuva depends on confession of the mouth and remorse of the
heart.

A Third View: These Pesukim Speak of the Torah asa Whole
There is much to appreciate in Rav Y osef Albo's approach, yet it
nonetheless seems forced. More compelling is the view of the
majority of commentators, who hold that these pesukim speak not of
any single, particular mitzvah, but of the mitzvosin general — of the
Torah inits entirety.

Thisis how the Sages of the Gemara already understood it, in
Maseches Eruvin (54b-55a), in a passage discussing the paths and
signs by which Torah is acquired:

Rava said: make fixed times for Torah — set aside regular periods
for study, so that your feet not grow lazy about coming to learn. This
iswhat Rabbi Avdimi bar Chama bar Dosa meant in asking: what is
the meaning of the verse, "it is not in heaven... nor isit beyond the
sed’ (30:12-13)? "It isnot in heaven" — for were it in heaven, you
would have had to go up after it. "Nor isit beyond the sea" — for
were it beyond the sea, you would have had to cross over after it.
Rashi explains that one must exert oneself, using whatever
resourcefulnessis needed, so that Torah endures among those who
study it — thisis Rabbi Avdimi's point in expounding the verse's
precise language: had it been in heaven, one would have had to go up
after it. Rashi saysthe same, in brief, on our pasuk (30:12): "had it
been in heaven, you would have had to go up to learn it."

A Difficulty, and Its Resolution

Rabbi Avdimi's reading is puzzling, since on its face the pasuk seems
to say the very opposite of what he derives from it — a difficulty
aready raised by Rabbi Eliyahu Mizrachi (the Reem):

Although this verse would seem to imply that had it been in heaven,
no one could have brought it to you to learn it, heisforced to say that
thisis not its meaning — rather, that had it been in heaven, you
would have had to go up to heaven yoursdlf to learn it.

The simplest answer may be that the Sages derived this from the
extended language of mn 7w 1Y 79y °n, "who will go up to heaven
for us." The pasuk could have said, briefly: nx%51 8 ...nRT7 7807 °D
X7 29 12Yn KPR DORw3A KL LR 300 891 X071 — and the contrast
would already have been understood from pasuk 14, which givesthe
reason: T°02 TX1 1277 TR 211p °2, "for the matter is very close to you,
in your mouth." But since it goes on at length — "that you should
say, who will go up to heaven for us and take it for us... that you
should say, who will cross the seafor us and take it for us' — the
Sages derived that even had it been in heaven or beyond the sea, one
would have had to go up and reach it.

Two Waysto Understand " Who Will Go Up for Us'

Rabbi Yitzchak Horowitz, in his sefer Be'er Yitzchak on Rashi's
commentary, shows how these pesukim sustain two different
readings:

These verses can be understood in two ways.

(&) That fulfilling this mitzvah required great exertion — even
crossing over to acquire knowledge of it from beyond the sea— such
that one would need to say, "who will go up to heaven for us?' But
now you have no such excuse, for no such exertion isinvolved: the
matter is very close to you.

(b) That fulfilling this mitzvah — even had it truly required
knowledge from heaven or from beyond the sea— would have been
worth it to you, given its great importance and preciousness, so that
you would long and yearn after it, saying "who will go up for us... in
order that we go out and attain knowledge of it." How much more so
now, when it is so close, is there any need to urge you to cling to it
lovingly, "as abelt clings to the loins of aman” (Yirmiyahu 13:11).
We are left, then, with two possible readings. It should be noted that
under both, these are rhetorical questions— and arhetorical question
can either negate, asin "who has measured the waters in the hollow
of hishand?' (Y eshayahu 40:12) or "shall a man make gods for
himself?' (Yirmiyahu 16:20), or express awish or longing, asin
"who will give me water to drink from the well of Beis Lechem?"
(Shmuel Bet 23:15).

Although at first glance our pasuk's 77v> ", "who will go up," seems
to follow the first reading, the author of Be'er Yitzchak ultimately
favors the second, explaining:

Astowhich of these two readingsis true, the reader may decide for
himself — but the second is the correct interpretation, and the proof
comes from the very subject under discussion: the preciousness of
His mitzvos, may He be blessed. The first reading is difficult for
another reason too: on that reading, the entire statement contains no
new insight — merely an exhortation, not fresh information, for did
we not already know that it is not in heaven and not beyond the sea?
...Rather, it iswritten only to make this mitzvah beloved and not
something concealed. On the true, second interpretation, the



statement is sweetened by this very awareness and by the exhortation
that flows fromiit.

On this reading, the pesukim declare the greatness and glory of the
Torah, and how greatly we are bidden to cherish it, to long for it, and
to pursue it — for had it been in heaven, we would have had to go up
to heaven to attain it.

TheWeight of Responsibility

Our Sages, for their part, saw in these very pesukim the weight of
responsibility placed upon us — for since ¥ 0»wa &Y, "it is not in
heaven," it has been given over to us, and it falls upon usto cherish it
and to draw out its conclusions.

This pasuk served as the deciding word in the dispute between Rabbi
Eliezer ben Hurkanos and the Sages over the laws of the tanur shel
Achnai (an oven built of separate segments). So the Gemararelatesin
Maseches Bava Metzia (59b):

On that day Rabbi Eliezer put forth every argument in the world, but
the Sagesin the study hall did not accept them from him.

He said to them: If the halachais as| say, let this carob tree proveiit!
The carob tree was uprooted from its place a hundred amos — some
say four hundred amos. They said to him: one does not bring proof
from a carob tree.

He said to them again: If the halachaisas| say, let the stream of
water proveit! The stream of water turned backward. They said to
him: one does not bring proof from a stream of water.

He said to them again: If the halachais as| say, let the walls of the
study hall proveit! Thewallsleaned asif to fall. Rabbi Y ehoshua
rebuked them: if Torah scholars are debating a matter of halacha,
what businessisit of yours? The walls did not fall, out of respect for
Rabbi Y ehoshua, and did not straighten, out of respect for Rabbi
Eliezer — and they remain leaning to this day.

He said to them again: If the halachaisas| say, let it be proven from
Heaven! A heavenly voice went forth and said: why do you dispute
with Rabbi Eliezer, for the halachafollows him in every place?
Rabbi Y ehoshua stood on his feet and said: "it is not in heaven"
(30:12) — we pay no attention to a heavenly voice, for You already
wrote at Har Sinai, "one must incline after the majority” (Mishpatim
23:2).

What the Story Teaches

A great lesson emerges from this story. Rabbi Eliezer could not
persuade the Sages of Israel through arguments of the intellect — he
put forth every argument in the world, and they did not accept them
from him — and out of his great confidence in the rightness of his
position, and hisinner conviction that his words were true, he turned
to Hashem, seeking help through signs and wonders from heaven.
That, too, was not accepted from him. In the end he sought Hashem's
own direct help, asit were, to prove the truth of his words — and that
too was not accepted.

It is as though Hashem Himself, in His glory, may not intervenein
the determination of halacha, since that determination is no longer
His alone to make, but has been given over to us. So the Maharsha
(Rabbi Shmuel Eidels), in explaining this passage, puts it with
characteristic brevity: 272 naa preawn PR — we do not pay attention
to a heavenly voice — meaning, one may not decide halacha by
means of it; one may only engage with it in the ordinary give-and-
take of Torah study.

The Rambam's Formulation

Halacha may be decided only by the Torah itself, through its own
methods, from within it. When the Rambam stresses the eternity of
the Torah against every sort of enticer, from within and from
without, he too turns to our pasuk. He writes in Hilchos Y esodei
HaTorah (9:1, 4):

Itisclear and explicit in the Torah that it is a mitzvah standing
forever, for all eternity; it has no change, no diminishing, and no
addition, asit issaid, "every matter that | command you, that shall
you observe to do; you shall not add to it, nor take away from it"
(Re'eh 13:1), and it is said, "and the reveal ed things belong to us and
to our children forever, to fulfill al the words of this Torah"
(Nitzavim 29:28). From this you learn that we are commanded to
fulfill al the words of the Torah forever. And so it says, "an eternal
statute for your generations,” and it issaid, "it isnot in heaven"
(30:12). From this you learn that no prophet is permitted to innovate
anything from now on.

Therefore, if aman should arise — whether from among the nations
of the world or from Israel — and perform a sign or awonder, and
say that Hashem has sent him to add a mitzvah or take one away, or
to interpret one of the mitzvosin a manner we have not received
from Moshe, or says that the mitzvos | srael was commanded are not
for all time and all generations but were only for alimited time— he
is afalse prophet.

So too, if he uproots any matter we have received by tradition, or
says regarding a matter of Torah law that he has heard the halacha
follows so-and-so's opinion — he is afalse prophet... even if he
performs asign, for one may not contradict the Torah, since it says,
"itisnot in heaven."

A Dual Responsibility

Ramban (and, similarly, Sforno and many others) took our pasuk as
proof of how readily attainable the Torah's fulfillment is— that no
external factor prevents us from fulfilling it. Y et from another angle,
our pasuk also proves the tremendous responsibility placed upon us
to study it. For since ®°77 o"aw3a X — it is not in heaven, but has been
given from there to human beings — no further direct instruction or
guidance can come from heaven in matters of Torah. The Torah has
been given, and it falls upon those who study it to learn it and
interpret it, in order to fulfill it.

It is not the inheritance of a select class— of magicians and
Brahmins, of priests and sorcerers who guard secrets to which only
they and their heirs have a share. It is no longer in the heavens above;
it iswith us and within us — to study, to teach, and to do. Indeed, our
pasuk has already served, in this vein, as the proof-text for the great
guestion of whether, once the Torah was given at Sinai, its
determination lies entirely in the hands of the Sages of each
generation, to be decided by majority on the strength of intellectual
argument alone — or whether one ought to look, in such matters, for
decisions of a higher, supra-human character, for alight from above.
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The drama of repentance and forgiveness that plays out each year
and culminates on Y om Kippur isrooted in, and prefigured by, the
story of the sin of the Golden Calf, Moshe's impassioned prayers on
behalf of the Jewish people, and the forgiveness that isfinally
extended by n1"2p7 on Yom Kippur.

In this essay, | will explore some of the themes that emerge from a
close reading of the appearance of the Middos in scripture as well as
some important philosophical and theological questions that emerge
from some of the commentaries on the Middos.

TEXTUAL SOURCES FOR THE THIRTEEN ATTRIBUTES OF
MERCY

At the heart of the order of prayers that the rabbis instituted for this
season are the Selichos, whose central refrain: 713m 2131 %P ' '1..., the
enumeration of G-d's thirteen attributes of mercy, was first said by
Moshe on that occasion.

The Gemara (Rosh Hashanah 17b) describes that event: v ' 92v™
AUYNIY TA7M ,1INIRD TWOK R 2N KPR RPAOR (7301 927 MR ,RIPM 11D
77 92 1% R .7779N 770 AWn 12 IR ,N1AX 70w RIT TN UTRD
ROTW O7IP XI5 7,077 DM IR ,A77 9703 2100 WY PRI PR
WD AWM QTR ROW WRD RIT IR ,QTINRA. TN 27 WK ,10 20 OR
1°72 P72 21X 737 MRIW 0P NNA PRY MITH Ty wHW ann0 A
And Hashem passed before him and [He] called...; R' Y ochanan said,
had it not been written, we could not have said it: it teaches that the
Holy One Blessed be He wrapped Himself like a shliach tzibur and
showed Moshe the order of this prayer. He said to him: Whenever
Isragl sins, let them do before me according to this order and | will
forgive them. Hashem, Hashem; | am He before man sins and after
man sins and repents. A merciful and graceful G-d; R' Y ehuda said:
There is acovenant regarding these thirteen attributes that they never
return empty-handed, asit says: Behold | am making a covenant.
PHILOSOPHICAL QUESTIONS TO PONDER ABOUT THE
MIDDOS

Thiswhole passage is fraught with difficulty. First, thereis the sense
that the m17» 3™ represent some extraordinary source of 0 that
transcends the ordinary system of w11 70w. There is even a sense
that they transcend the normal process of n2wn, that they somehow
represent absolution without 72wn.

This is explicit in the (T 77 M372) X3 RY 5"YR AR WK DX *NIM
SRTDIRY 9"YR AR WK DX nan L, 1aT. And 1 will have mercy upon
those on whom | wish to have mercy, even if they are not fit, and |
will be compassionate for those for whom | have compassion, even if
they aren' t worthy.

This is expressed even more strikingly in the Midrash (7"xw vp%°):
AR 2P TXH MIPINAY 10w IR HW NIRRT 90 3P 17 AR VY InNa
93937 W M HW AN LARTE WY HW 12 AR RIT oD DW AT RING ¥"wa 110
M2 AR RIT M PW AT 2 MR TAR MWIR AR TV IWINY IR 20 191 e
WR NR NN MARIY DIN WY TR OIN T PRY M) 10N 17 1M1 IR 2 W
7X... At that time Hashem showed him all the treasures stored up for
the righteous. He said to Him: "Master of the Universe, for whom is
thistreasure?' "It is for those who give charity." "And for whom is
thistreasure?' "For those who support orphans.” And so on with each
treasure, until [Moses] saw one [remaining] treasure and asked Him:
"For whom isthis?' He answered: "To those who have merit, | give

their just reward; but to someone with no merit | give freely, asit
says: And | will give grace to whomever | shall give grace."

This Midrash is echoed in one of the o°v1d that we read on the first
night of MM%0: 1¥1UAT WRY arn 2. To give freely from the
stored treasure...

All of thisisvery puzzling, for it would seem to fly in the face of the
RWA3 in 397 P"2" MR MRV 10 1N 70 7130 MINT 9 R MR
vOWnN 1377 23 °3 1%¥0 o n. Rav Hanina said: Anyone who says that G-
d just overlooks things, his life should be overlooked, for it says. The
Rock, whose deeds are perfect, for al Hisways are just.

For that matter, what of the concept, which forms one of the
Rambam's Thirteen Principles of Faith, that 20w and w11y, reward and
retribution, are meted out strictly according to merit?

WHAT DO THE MIDDOS TELL USABOUT HOW G-D
CONDUCTS THE WORLD?

Another matter that demands attention is the striking image of 7"2pn
wrapping himself in a n°%v as a M2°% 17w and saying these thirteen
m7n. The Gemara itself takes note of how radical this image is and
prefaces it by saying: 1K? X"X 2103 Xpn X9n?R, had it not been
written we could not have said it!

Clearly, we are not supposed to take thisimage literally. So, what is
it supposed to convey?

Thereisagenera theological problem which recursin many forms,
but can be stated as follows:

On the one hand, we believe man is free and responsible, that he has
free choice and, consequently, is subject to reward and punishment.
Taking this thought to itslogical conclusion would seem to indicate
that 7"2p7's role is entirely reactive. Yet we also believe that 7"2p7 is
all powerful, and propels history forward according to His deep plan,
His apny nxy.

How can we reconcile human freedom and responsibility, on the one
hand, with G-d's power to drive history forward, on the other?

To take a specific example: The Zohar says that our exile in Egypt
was a punishment for the sale of Joseph. There had to be asin for the
suffering to make sense. But wasn't the enslavement in Egypt
necessary to fulfill the promise of the covenant with Abraham in
which Hashem already foretold that Abraham's children would be
enslaved?

The problem is addressed by the 2"n»7 in 2w 717. He answers by
distinguishing between two different processes that are continually at
work in G-d's Providence. On the one hand, there is the process of
reward and retribution, w11¥ 72w, in which 71"2p:1 relates to man in a
way that is correlated with man's behavior. The 2"nn1 calls this
process vOWN1 NATAT, the Divine system of justice. Within the
framework of that system, Hashem'sroleis reactive, doling out
reward and punishment according to man's merits and demerits. But
at the same time, thereis a different Divine system at work, which is
the unfolding of 1"2pn's plan for the world and, ultimately, the
fulfillment of His purpose, which isto bring the world to that point
when G-d will be One and His name will be One. The %"nn1 calls
this 7> nanaa, the Divine system of unification, which means the
process of revealing 71"2p11 as the One power at work in the world.
Both of these systems are at work simultaneously, with one
sometimes overriding the other. In the system of justice, vownn a7,
man is freeto do good or evil, to fulfill G-d'swill or to flout it, and



heis rewarded and punished accordingly. Y et in the system of
unification, His plan unfolds inexorably, and cannot be thwarted by
man's actions.

Hence, the question of what caused the enslavement in Egypt can be
asked from two different perspectives: From the perspective of naiin
vawni, the question is: what did we do to deserve it, in which case
the answer connects to H01° NN

From the perspective of T1°77 namaA, in which the question is: Why
did the enslavement have to happen, in which the answer is related to
the Covenant and the actualization of G-d's plan.

This sheds a bright light on the 82710 w2771 on the verse "And Joseph
was brought down to Egypt": &1 2°p9R n19von 1871157 129027 0Rw 71
X2 INRW MRIIT AR I07P 12 YwI "R (7D 2°900) oTX "12 YV by
S WL MY ,0mAR 27K IR 2D PAR IR IR 1T LRI ANK 705y w0
7777 "R, 20RRY 790 2O0awa oY 273 ...2°00 NIND 1Y WYY 13X
2ROV 972 1R 09727 930 %Y XA L, VTN T 0T 2P wpan a'apa
2PY° AW ,0°I¥ND IMTN DUHRYAYS? 101N AR IRIYN A0V NR 2pY°
72°0¥ X107 ... QW 172VNWN 22vawn av 77" °n qorw. This is as the
verse says. Go and see the works of the Almighty, avesomein
machinations (79°2¥) on the sons of Man. R' Yehoshua Ben Karcha
said: Even when it comes to the awesome things that you bring upon
us, you bring them about through machinations... Asit says: "And
[Joseph's] brothers saw that his father loved him"; through a purple
fabric which he made for him into a coat of colors... He caused the
tribes to descend to Egypt. And R' Y uden said, The Holy One
Blessed be He wanted to fulfill the decree [of the Covenant with
Abraham], but He brought about a plot for all these things, so that
Jacob would love Joseph and the brothers would hate him and sell
him to the Ishmaelites and bring him down to Egypt, and Jacob
would hear that Joseph lives, would go down with the brothers, and
they would be enslaved there... Behold: Awesome in machination.
The Theological Question: Egyptian Free Will vs. G-d's Plan for the
Jews.

Let us consider arelated issue, which is discussed at length by the
2w, If 7"apn had foretold and decreed the Egyptian slavery, why
were the Egyptians punished for fulfilling Hashem's plan? Both the
0"am1 and the 7"2a87 in 729wn MY address this question. The 7"2x7's
answer isthat the Egyptians acted out of wicked motives, and were
therefore held accountabl e even though they acted as unwitting
agents of 1"2p7's plan. The 0"2n answers that even though there was
apre- ordained decree that Egypt would endlave the Jews, it was
never decreed that any particular individual Egyptian had to
participate in the oppression.

In the light of the 2"nn"'s distinction, we can re-phrase these two
answers in such away that we will see that they arereally
complementary:

The 7"2K" is saying that on the level of vawni nama each Egyptian
was free to persecute the Jews or not. The fact that on a deeper level
they were fulfilling Hashem's plan isirrelevant. Man is judged on the
level of vownn NAaman, not on the level of T naman.

The o"ann tells us why, in fact, man is judged on the level of N1
vowniT: Because that is the level on which individual freedom
operates. Any individual was free not to persecute the Jews, and
Hashem's plan would have been fulfilled by someone else.

If we follow this thought, it emerges that the primary arena of human
freedom, and hence of vownn NATan, functions on the level of the
individual. But if we enlarge our scale, and consider whole peoples
and the whole sweep of history, then human freedom may be
constrained by 711°7 nanan and the necessary unfolding of 7"2p's
plan for the world.

Thisis reminiscent of awell-known concept in physics. On the
subatomic level, the "quantum" level, there is no determinism, and no
way to predict the behavior of any individual subatomic particle. But
if we pull back to the larger, macro-atomic level, then the iron hand
of the laws of physicstakes over.

This gives us a new way to think about the 2"nn"'s distinction. nx37
VoW operates on the quantum level, on the level of the individual,
which is the arena of n>wsn 77°n2. But on the macro-atomic level, the
further we move up from the level of the individual, the more the
TN DA starts to predominate.

The word Xvn means "to miss"; as in: X°0n> 21 7Wwwi 9% ¥9p. Every
Run represents a departure from owi's purpose. But that only makes
sense on the "quantum" level, the level of vowni NA7A, where each
individual is free. But on the level of T N there is no such
thing as thwarting 77 11%7; on that level, Xvr cannot thwart His
purpose.

What the Middos Tell Us about the Nature of G-d Himself

Let's return to the M7 3™. They begin with the words: awn aws.
What does this double- expression mean? Says the X3 in :7wn WX
ROMPW MR X7 IR ROPW 27 X7 218, [ am He before man sins and I
am He after man sins.

The R"93 elaborates ("2wn 710 2°VIPR): IIRY RIT IR ROPW TP RIT OIN
,ON°73 K7 2pY° 212 ONKRY "N2Iw K7 77 °IR 03 (3 7IRP1) MRV MO ,R0TW
7INWN XY 03 ROAT RY 172 RKVAT QTP 172 70w SR 77 OIRW 2197 17N
IR DN ANRLAY 2"YR ON°H3 XY 2pY° 12 ANk 197 7w 1", I am He
before he sinsand | am He after he sins; asit says (Malachi ch. 3)
For | Hashem have not changed, and you the sons of Jacob have not
perished. The explanation is, that because Hashem is not changed by
sin, therefore the attribute of Mercy is not changed by it, and
therefore, you the sons of Jacob have not perished even though you
sinned and abandoned Me.

That's why M7 3" are 01°n 0177 ,0°10 nInn. We might ask: We saw
that man is judged on the level of vawWn7 NATIA, not of T NATIA. As
we saw in the case of the 01¥»: On the level of T nanid, they were
fulfilling 7"2pA's own plan; yet they were judged and punished on the
level of vownin nanad, for their personal culpability in persecuting the
Jews. So how can we as quantum individuals invoke the o°»na of own
aws, of the m7n a™?

The answer is that the Egyptians were judged as individuals. and, as
we said earlier, no individual is necessary to 71"2pn's plan. Each
individual faces judgment only on the level of vawnT NAAIR. QWA "IX
*n°1w X7 means that Xom, in the sense of a thwarting of 7"2p's will,
can never affect owi Himself; moreover, in the largest sense, that of
TR DA, it is impossible to thwart His will. On that level Xvr is
impotent.

The X" tells us that the o>ar1 of the M7 A" flows from this fact.
The M7 2" flow from the level of awn awn, of Tn° NANAn, where
Rur has no power to damage, and where limitless a°»n7 is therefore
possible.



But when the *2X%7 X231 says an°?3 X2 2py» %12 onRY 0w X7 QWi N,
he speaks of the Jewish people as a whole, 2py° *12 anX. And 2p¥° 12
as apeople are very much necessary to His plan, because the very
essence of the n°71 is that we are His agents in history. 9XWw> 993 is
inseparable from 771 nanaT; like it or not, we are bound up with His
purpose.

SR 992 is connected to that level on which IR ROMPW 2712 X177 %IR
Romw NRY X171, I, G-d, am the same before sin and after sin, in which
1"2pa's purpose is not and cannot be thwarted by Xvr. And that is an
inexhaustible source of o nn-.

Therefore, there is no contradiction between the idea of a1n ninn and
the P>y of ww ow.

The latter relates to the level of the individual, the arena of 77°na
nwon, and on that level, we cite the phrase, whoever says G-d
overlooks, his life shall be overlooked, 121 170 17"'2p7 MR 92" . But
the former relates to the level of 7T77°77 namf, the broad sweep of
history, and on that level, Xvr is powerless to thwart ow: 17¥7; that is
the level of an¥H3 X7 2Py °12 QDRI NPIW R WA IR,

WHY MUST WE RECITE THE MIDDOSONLY WITH A
MINYAN?

It follows that the o»na 5w M7 3" are bound up with the idea of
58w no1d. I would suggest that that is what the X3 is intimating
when it describes 7"2p7 as 712°% YW quynn when he revealed these
m7n to Awn. This is as if to say, these M7» flow from the special
eternal connection that binds 2X7w° with X171 712 RwTp.

Hence the M7 3™ can only be recited with a M2°x.

And yet, clearly, we invoke the M7 3" not only on behalf of the
72°%, but also on behalf of every individual within the 112°X. How?
Because 2% 93 is unique in that each individual is necessary to
the 993. No individual Egyptian was necessary for Egypt to play its
role in the drama of 0°1¥» T2yw. But every Jew is necessary for noid
SR to fulfill its role; so much so, that "1 say that had one Jew
been absent, 770 101 could not have taken place.

That isthe mystery of the Jew. He appears to be significant only to
himself. But in reality, he is necessary to the totality of x> no1d
which bulks large in the ¥"w27's plan for history.

But to invoke then>nnn: that flows from that, we need to rise to an
awareness of that connection, to attach ourselves to X 993.
Perhaps that is why when we invoke the 171 3"> we emphasize 112
a7pn 1v? nyMaw. The essence of 1127 7wn's 711 was his complete
dedication to X" 593, to the point of X1 °1n, Erase me, of complete
self-effacement.

When X°237 177X asked the Shunamite woman: 77173 X T2 1272 v°n,
shall I speak for you to the king, she answered nawy *21% *ny 7103, 1
dwell amongst my people. The Zohar explains that it was 71w wX",
and he was offering to intercede on her behalf before the King of
Kings. To which she answered: wn5n® 82 81792 X720 RI77 RNYWI ROR
TRV NYTINNWRT NIR RA9Y2 XO9N RITT RIAT2 RAT ,"1717'(173 7R

777 o927 KD RT DY, RN JOONR NIR NIR PRITT 23 2 AR ITIN02

NV DY RIT T2 RWTIPT M07 RIAT 2227 29Y9 RAY 7721 RWIDNRD WIIRH
7773 377771 RWIONRY RIPYA R?Y NAWY 2R 0y N2 TR 72 °1°A21,710 i)
17 XY 7Y X172v7. But when it is a time of judgment in the world, a
man should not separate himself, for at a time of judgment, those
who are distinguished as being apart, even if they are meritorious,
will be caught up first, and therefore a man should not seek ever to

separate from the people, for at all times the Holy One Blessed be
He's mercy is on His people as one, and therefore she said: | dwell
amongst my people, and | do not want now to be separated from
them, just as | have not done so in the past.

Hence, the message of the m7°n 3™ is that the greatest source of or"
we can invoke is that which flows from identifying with .7%7w> 553
1"apn Himself is M2°% 7°%wa auynn 212°20 when these m7°n are
recited. There is no greater source of o°»n7 than the consciousness
that n2wy *21R *ny 7IN3, Among my people is where I dwell.

Excerpted and Adapted by CS from 7y121 naw

By Rav Yitzchak K ossowsky

Par shas Vayeilech — yax2 7nx "3 One Nation on Earth
Written circa 1947 or 1948

Rav Kossowsky was Rav of Ivye, Volkovisk & Johanusburg

17027 19N9Y WA 1YND TR TWR TN AU 2WIT DOWIRT QYR DR 2api
DRI 7707 2327 92 DR MWY 1R 2P0 1 DR IR - Gather the
people, the men, the women, the children, and your stranger within
your gates, so that they may hear and learn, fear Hashem your G-d,
and observe all the words of this Torah (Devarim 31:12)

PUOWAT PRIZAT PP AW 19772 NI 2PPRY 77 N1 a1h NAART T IR
71230 O¥Y 19 N1AY O1a TRRA T 2R v - You have distinguished
Hashem today to be your G-d, to walk in His ways and observe His
statutes, mitzvos, and laws, and Hashem has distinguished you today
to be His treasured people (Devarim 26:17-18)

TR TR 13 PR v m1 - And who islike Your people, like Isradl,
one nation on earth (11 Shmuel 7:23)

I. Hakhel and the Meaning of a Single People

Our parsha is the shortest parsha in the Torah, containing only thirty
pesukim. Y et within this brief parsha Moshe Rabbeinu speaksto all
Israel at the close of hislife, transfers leadership to Y ehoshua, warns
of the dangers that will face the nation, commands that the Torah be
preserved for the generations, and gives the mitzvah of Hakhel. The
brevity of the parsha therefore conceals an extraordinary
concentration of the great questions concerning the continued
existence of Israel after Moshe.
The mitzvah of Hakhel is especialy striking. Once in seven years,
after the shemittah year, all Israel isto assemble, not merely the
scholars and not merely those obligated in Talmud Torah, but the
men, the women, the children, and the ger. The Torah itself givesthe
purpose:; the entire peopleisto hear, learn, fear Hashem, and guard
the Torah. Hakhel is therefore not merely a public lesson. Itisa
manifestation of the nation itself standing together before Hashem
and His Torah.

Chazal illuminate this point through the celebrated account of Rabbi
Yochanan ben Beroka and Rabbi Elazar ben Chisma, who came to
greet Rabbi Yehoshua in Pekiin. Rabbi Yehoshua asked what new
teaching had been given in the beis midrash that day. They answered
that Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah had expounded the parsha of Hakhel.
He taught: nxa °w1 7177 0°R2 D°WIR AU DWIM DWIRT 2V DR 20p0
IPR2AN? 10w 107 573 PRA % A0 3w - Gather the people, the men,
the women, and the children. The men come to learn, the women
come to hear; why do the children come? In order to give reward to
those who bring them (Chagigah 3a) Rabbi Yehoshua responded:
you have just a valuable explanation (a precious pearl) and you



almost withheld it from me! The presence of the children, who
cannot yet understand the teaching as adults do, shows that the
gathering is larger than the intellectual act of study. The child
belongs to the assembly because he belongsto Bnai Yisrael. Hisvery
presence links the next generation to the same Torah and the same
people.

The Gemara there in Chagigah 3athen records another derashah
delivered by Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah that day, and its placement
alongside Hakhel is not accidentd. It turns from the gathering of
Bnal Yisrael to the mutual distinction between Hashem and Bnai
Yisrael.

On the words 0177 TR:7 71 01°7 NART 71 DX - You have distinguished
Hashem today, and Hashem has distinguished you today (Devarim 26:17-
18), Chazal explain: nmx 72°um 2508 TWYR %I 29102 NN 72007 SNy ans
a2 - You have made a distinct entity (the one G-d) in theworld, and |
will make you the a distinct entity (treasured nation) in the world
(Chagigah 3a; Berachos 6a)

Bnai Yisrael makes Hashem one distinct entity by proclaiming ' 9% ynw
TnR 7P - Hear O Israel, Hashemis our G-d, Hashemis One (Devarim
6:4). Correspondingly, Hashem makes Bnai Yisragl one distinct entity:

PR TR M2 ORI Javd n - And who is like Your people, like Israel, one
nation on earth (I1 Shmuel 7:23)

The two teachings complement one another. Hakhel gathers every part of
Israel into one assembly, and the second derashah reveals what that
assembly means. Isragl is not merely a collection of individuals who happen
to share areligion or ahistory. It isasingle chativah, a distinct whole. The
many become one without ceasing to be many.

I1. What Does Echad Mean?

The word echad has more than one use. At timesit is numerical: one object
rather than two. But when we speak of Hashem as One, numerical counting
plainly cannot be the point. Hashemis not one member of aclass. His
oneness means that there is no second to Him and that His unity is not
composed of parts. The same word, used of Bnai Yisrael as goy echad, must
therefore be examined more deeply than the bare number one.

If the Torah meant only that Israel is one nation in the numerical sense, there
would be no special praise in the expression. France is one nation, England
one nation, and every other people may be counted as one people. The praise
isthat Israel is achativah achas baolam, a distinct entity in the world, a
nation whose identity cannot be duplicated by another nation.

At the same time, echad describes an inner unity. A thing may contain many
limbs and elements and still be one because all of them belong to one living
whole. So too Bnai Yisrael contains tribes, families, generations, scholars
and ordinary Jews, men, women, and children, each with a different place
and task. Hakhel does not abolish these distinctions. It brings them together
so that their membership in one people becomes visible.

This also explains why the praise of Bnai Yisrael is attached to the
proclamation of Hashem's unity. Bnai Yisragl says Hashem Echad, and
Hashem answers by calling Bnai Yisrael goy echad. The people that bears
witnessin history to the One G-d isitself fashioned as a unity. Its existence
is bound to that testimony.

Tosafos, in explaining the passage in Chagigah, cites a Midrash that speaks
of three who testify concerning one another: Hakadosh Baruch Hu, Isragl,
and Shabbos. Hashem and Bnai Yisrael testify that Shabbos is the day of
rest; Bnai Yisrael and Shabbos testify that Hashemis One; and Hashem and
Shabbos testify that Bnai Yisradl is one, unique among the nations. On this
basis the Shabbos Minchah tefillah joins al three ideas.

We say: TI82 7R 13 PRI TAv M) TR AW TR a0X - You are One and
Your Name is One, and who is like Your people, like Bnai Yisrael, one nation
on earth (Shabbos Minchah liturgy; Tosafos to Chagigah 3b)

The formulais exact. The oneness of Hashem, the sanctity of Shabbos, and
the oneness of Bnai Yisragl are not three unrelated subjects. Shabbosisthe
sign of the covenant between Hashem and Bnai Yisrael, and the covenant
itself creates a people whose unity is unlike ordinary political unity.

I11. One Nation in the Land

The verse does not stop with goy echad. It says goy echad baaretz, one
nation in the land. The Zohar emphasi zes the word baaretz and teaches that
Bnal Yisrael attains the revealed fullness of its onenessin Eretz Yisrael. The
land is not merely the geographical place in which an aready existing people
happens to reside. It belongs to the very form in which the unity of Bnai
Yisrael isrealized.

The Zohar says: %7122 NIX K21 70K NIPK 72 TR M3 07 PIRD XTI -
Certainly, in the Land they are one nation; together with it they are called
one, and not by themselves alone (Zohar 111 93b)

In galus the people are scattered among countries, languages, and
civilizations. The eye sees separate communities, separate customs, and
separate conditions of life. In Eretz Yisrael those scattered parts can again
stand together as one public body. The physical gathering of the people
corresponds to the spiritual gathering of Hakhel.

Y et dispersion does not mean that the inner bond has disappeared. The long
centuries of galus themselves testify to the opposite. Nations normally
disappear when their land, government, and common social framework
disappear. Israel remained Israel under radically different conditions because
its unity rests on a covenant deeper than ordinary political organization.

For that reason the Jew cannot be understood as an isolated individual whose
Jewishness is merely one private belief among others. He is amember of a
historic and covenantal people. Even where external conditions pull Jewsin
different directions, the inner connection remains and repeatedly reveals
itself in common responsibility and common fate.

Look at the bitter experience of modern Jewish history: Jews who believed
that complete assimilation would make them indistinguishable from their
surroundings neverthel ess discovered, in an hour of persecution, that the
world continued to identify them with the Jewish people. What men
attempted to dissolve, history itself forced into view again.

The catastrophe that overtook European Jewry gave this truth aterrible form.
The persecutor did not inquire into the private philosophy of the Jew, nor did
he distinguish between one Jewish camp and another. The attack was
directed against the Jewish people as such. The shared suffering cannot itself
betheideal content of Jewish unity, but it demonstrated how falseit isto
imagine that a Jew can simply cut himself away from the fate of Israel.

The positive side of that same truth is the extraordinary solidarity found
among Jews. A Jew hears of the distress of Jews far away and feels that the
matter concerns him personally. That response is not merely sentiment. It is
the response of one limb of a body to the pain of another limb. The nation is
one organism, and therefore the responsibility of one Jew for another follows
from the nature of the people itself.

This unity does not remove differences and does not demand sameness.
Israel has never been a colorless mass. The twelve tribes were not identical,
and the blessings of Y aakov and Moshe assign different qualities and tasks to
different tribes. Genuine unity is not achieved by destroying distinctiveness,
but by joining distinct parts to one center and one purpose.

That center isthe Torah. Without it the expression one Jewish people
becomes increasingly difficult to explain, for ordinary national bonds are
weakened by dispersion and by the passage of generations. The Torah
accompanied Isragl from country to country and made it possible for
communities separated by continents to recognize the same covenant, the
same sacred history, and the same destiny.

The command of Hakhel therefore becomes amodel for Jewish unity.
Everyone comes, but everyone comes to hear the Torah. The unity is not
created by ignoring the differences between truth and error or between



fidelity and rebellion. It is created by remembering that all Israel stands
before one Hashem and has received one Torah.

1V. Unity, Teshuvah, and Redemption

The setting of these ideas in Parshas Vayeilech and Shabbos Shuvah gives
them an additional meaning. Teshuvah is return. For an individual Jew itisa
return from sin to Hashem, but the return of Israel throughout history isaso
areturn from dispersion to its source, from fragmentation to its unity, and
ultimately from galus to Eretz Yisrael.

Moshe Rabbeinu speaksin Vayeilech with full knowledge that Israel will sin
after his death. The Torah does not conceal the future rebellion. Y et the same
parsha commands that the Torah be written, taught, preserved, and publicly
heard. Sin will occur, but it will not terminate the covenant. The Torah will
remain the witness through which Israel can return.

The parsha says of the song and the Torah: w1 *5 mown X7 *3 - For it will
not be forgotten from the mouth of its descendants (Devarim 31:21)

This promise is one of the foundations of the hope of teshuvah. A Jew may
become distant, and a generation may become confused, but the bond has not
been erased. What has been forgotten in one place survivesin another; what
seems extinguished in one generation can reappear in the next. The nation
that is one across space is also one across time.

The same principle applies to redemption. The prophets repeatedly describe
the future geulah not only as rescue from foreign rule, but as the
reunification of Israel. Yechezkel is commanded to join the stick of Y ehudah
and the stick of Y osef until they become one in his hand, and Hashem
promises:

WY T VT RDY 791D 09239 T TR 791R) DRI 272 YIRA TR A7 anK Cnwn
TV M39an nwh Ty R X2 023 - | will make them one nation in the land, on
the mountains of Israel, and one king will be king over them all; they will no
longer be two nations and will no longer be divided into two kingdoms
(Yechezkel 37:22)

The language returns us to the phrase goy echad baaretz. The perfection of
redemption is not complete while the people remains broken into hostile
fragments. Just as the old division of the kingdom embodied national
rupture, the prophetic future is one people, in one land, under one
sovereignty, serving Hashem together.

The work of Shabbos Shuvah therefore includes an obligation toward the
whole of Isragl. A person cannot seek closeness to Hashem while cultivating
hatred of other Jews. At the same time, unity cannot mean indifference to
Torah, because the Torah is precisely the covenant that makes the Jewish
people the singular nation that it is. The task is both fidelity and fraternity.
Thereis adanger on both sides. One can speak of religion while forgetting
the people, treating Jews who have become distant as if they were strangers.
One can also speak of the people while attempting to detach Jewish
nationhood from the Torah that formed it. Neither half can provide the full
meaning of goy echad baaretz. The nation, the Torah, and the Land belong
to one historical calling.

Accordingly, the call to unity is not a sentimental slogan. It asks every part
of Israel to recognize that it is a part and not the whole by itself. The scholar
needs the ordinary Jew, the older generation needs the child who is brought
to Hakhel, communities of different lands need one another, and all need the
common center of Hashem and His Torah.

When Isragl livesin that consciousness, the reciprocal words of Chazal are
fulfilled in their deepest sense. We make Hashem a chativah achas baolam
by accepting His unity and His Torah, and He makes us a chativah achas
baolam by sustaining a people that remains one through all the changes of
history.

At the Margins of the Essay

The foregoing also helps clarify a question that has become especially
pressing in our time: what do we mean when we speak of Israel as a nation?
If nationhood is defined only by the ordinary political and social
characteristics by which other nations are defined, the historical existence of

Israel in galus becomes inexplicable. The Jewish people endured when those
ordinary supports were absent.

Nor can the answer be that Israel is only areligious association. A religious
association is formed by the present beliefs of its members and can ordinarily
be left by changing one's beliefs. Israel did not function in that way. Jews
who abandoned observance or even attempted to deny their connection to
their people did not thereby create a new ancestry and a new historical
identity. The covenantal nation remained the framework into which they
were born.

The truth therefore cannot be expressed by severing Jewish religion from
Jewish nationhood. The Torah did not create a church standing beside a
Jewish nation. It created the people Isragl as a covenantal people. Itsreligion
isnational, and its nationality is permeated by the covenant with Hashem.
Thisiswhy our language constantly moves between Am Yisrael, Toras
Yisrael, and Eretz Yisrael without treating them as unrelated compartments.
Political rebirth in Eretz Yisrael can provide the external vessel for renewed
national unity, but the vessel cannot be confused with the whole content.
Sovereignty by itself does not explain why this people survived for millennia
in order to return. The distinctive content of Israel remains the mission for
which it became a people.

On the other hand, those faithful to Torah cannot treat the return of
multitudes of Jews to Eretz Yisrael and their renewed common life as
irrelevant to the destiny of Israel merely because the spiritual condition of
the generation is imperfect. The prophetic vision itself speaks of gathering,
joining, and then purification. The one people must be addressed as one
people, with responsibility for every one of its parts.

The tensions of the present are therefore not a reason to despair of unity.
They are asummons to labor for aunity that is neither empty uniformity nor
surrender of conviction. Israel must become visibly what it is at its root: one
nation bound to one Hashem, one Torah, and one Land.

Then the ancient words will be heard not merely as praise but as fulfilled
reality: P2 TR M2 PR Ty M - And who is like Your people, like Israel,
one nation on earth (I1 Shmuel 7:23)

Rav Schachter on the Parsha

Insights and Commentary Based on the Shiurim of

Rav Hershel Schachter - Adapted by Dr. Allan Weissman

Reprinted with permission from Dr. Weissman
PARSHASNITZAVIM

BECHIRAH CHOFSHIS

NI A92PM 13727 I NN MAM 200 YIRT DRY 2MWA DR a0 032 NTyi
TN anxk nn wn? o0»na. 1 call heaven and earth today to bear witness
against you — | have placed life and death before you, blessing and curse; and
you shall choose life, so that you will live, you and your offspring. (Devarim
30:19)

The Torah here formulates the principle of bechirah chofshis (free will), a
term taken from the words 2°°12 nana.

Rav Soloveitchik pointed out that when the Rambam (Hilchos

Teshuvah 5:1-2) writes that the possibility of teshuvah is based on the
premise that Man was created with bechirah chofshis, he uses a noteworthy
expression in this regard: 12 ann1 a7R 952 My — “Every man is given the
ability [to sin].” Of course, the word M1 does not mean “permission,” that a
person has the right to choose to do aveiros, but rather that he has the ability
to choose to do aveiros.

The Rav felt that this phrase has a more inclusive connotation than the
expression bechirah chofshis. Bechirah refers to the option that one has to
choose from any one of a number of alternatives that he is presented with,
similar to the usage of the word bechirot (elections) in Modern Hebrew. In
contrast, the implication of mw~ is that we have the capacity to select a path
that isdistinctly different from any of the alternatives that we are given.

A child raised in a totally religious environment has the ability to become



totally secular. A young man whose parents present him with numerous
options of secular universities to attend may insist of his own accord that he
instead attend a yeshiva, an option that was never offered to him. One can
choose a different way of life than the ones presented to him, similar to how
a prisoner may release himself from prison. The Rambam depicts this
stronger form of bechirah chofshis as a fundamental principle of teshuvah.
[See MiPninei HaRav, 2001 ed., p. 131.]

This type of decision-making is, in a sense, tantamount to creating something
yesh mei’ayin (ex nihilo). The Meshech Chochmah interprets the description
of how Adam was created, 1M& X712 2°P7X 0782 — “in the image of G-d He
created him” (Bereishis 1:27), as a reference to the bechirah chofshis that
was given to Man. The Torah instructs us, 13772 377 — “And you shall go
in His ways’ (Devarim 28:9), and by imitating the ways of Hashem, we
preserve the o°p7R 02% that was implanted within us. This includes a charge
to make original decisions for ourselves, we were given the ability to
determine the way in which we lead our lives.

Rav Soloveitchik related that Rav Simcha Zelig Rieger, the Dayan of Brisk,
told him that on one occasion, he accompanied Rav Chaim Soloveitchik on a
visit to someone’s home. While waiting for the host, Rav Chaim glanced at a
sefer consisting of a compilation of Chabad chassidus that examined the
question of why Hashem created the world (see Tanya, Sha'ar HaYichud
V’Ha Emunah, perakim 4, 7). One suggestion was that it is the nature of a
being that is tov (good) to be meitiv (bestow goodness). Hashem therefore
created the world to enable Him to shower His kindness upon others. A
second explanation was that Hashem desired to be a Melech, and since 7°X
ay X971 77n — “there can be no king without a people,” Hashem needed sub-
jects over whomto rule.

The discussion in the sefer upset Rav Chaim, whereupon he closed the sefer
and asserted that it is not proper to discuss what motivated Hashem to do
something. Such a discussion suggests that Hashem lacked something —
either the ability to act kindly to others or to be known as a melech — and that
He created the world to meet that need. In truth, Hashem is completely
perfect; it may not be said that Hashem was missing something. Only a
human being has needs, and his desire to provide for his needs motivates him
to act. Instead, we must say that Hashem created the world purely because it
was His ratzon (will) to do so (see Ish HaHaachah, p. 52; Marbitzei Torah
U’Mussar 1:136). Divrei Harav, p 249.

Just as nothing forced Hashem to create the world, and He did so out of His
pure ratzon, Man, who was created 2°p?R 0%%¥3, is not pressured into his
decisions. Of course, a person may have certain tendencies or predispositions
that lead him in one direction or another, and he may take these
considerations into account when he makes a choice, but ultimately heis the
one who chooses whether he will follow those tendencies or disregard them.
Likewise, one's life may be more comfortable if he follows a certain
expected course, but again, there is nothing forcing him to make a decision
one way or the other. The final decision to do mitzvos or aveiros remains in
our own hands. In other words, our 27X 07¥ gives us the ability to make
decisions in all facets of life that are completely yesh me'ayin, in the same
manner in which Hashem decided to create the world.

Most psychologists in our day do not accept this concept. They believe that
every person is born with a mind that is already “preprogrammed” to make
certain choices that determine what kind of life he will lead. For example, it
has aready been decided what sort of person he will marry, which career he
will pursue, the type of community he will livein, etc., asif al of his future
decisions are “built-in” from the start.

We do not accept this view. The Rambam (Hilchos Teshuvah 5:3) writes that
we believe, as one of our ikarel ha emunah (Principles of Faith), that a
person has bechirah chofshis. This is in accordance with the Gemara's
principle, o»w nxM 7N 2w 72 937 — “Everything is in the hands of
Heaven, except for the fear of Heaven” (Niddah 16b). The Rambam includes
under the heading of yir'as Shamayim the totality of human activities in

which one chooses to do mitzvos or aveiros. In fact, exercising on€e's
bechirah chofshis properly in accordance with yiras Shamayim is the only
thing worthy of praise, because only such decisions are made solely by us
and not by Hashem.

It is obvious that Man’s observance of mitzvos is only meaningful if Man
has bechirah chofshis. If Man would not have bechirah, there could not be a
system of s'char v'onesh (reward and punishment). This explains why the
Rambam did not include bechirah chofshis in his thirteen ikarei ha emunah.
He felt it was subsumed under the eleventh ikar of s char v’ onesh — Hashem
rewards those who choose to observe His mitzvos and He holds responsible
those who choose to violate them.

It emerges from the above discussion that the phrase 2»ra nana1 is not a
mitzvah per se, but instead a statement of fact: Man has bechirah chofshis,
and he is urged to exercise that bechirah and observe al of the mitzvos
haTorah. It is therefore interesting to note that the Sefer Chareidim (9:20)
counts 0»n2 N2 as one of the taryag mitzvos — the mitzvah of sfeika
d'oraisa I'’chumrah, that doubtful cases involving Torah law are decided
stringently.

Most Rishonim view the halachah of sfeika d'oraisa I'chumrah as a din
d’oraisa (Rashba, Toras HaBayis 4:1, s.v. U mistavra; Ran, Kiddushin, 15bin
dapei haRif, s.v. garsinan; Rashi, Kiddushin 73a,

sv. V'ibais eéma). The Rambam (Hilchos Tum’'as Meis 9:12), however,
maintains that this halachah is a din derabbanan (see Shev Shmaitsa 1:1-5).
According to the Rambam, on alevel of d oraisa, a safek with regard to any
issur is permissible; the Torah forbade only definite prohibitions, not
guestionable ones.

The Mesillas Yesharim (perek 11) writes that logic dictates that sfeika
d oraisa should be I'chumrah mid’ oraisa. He assumes that forbidden food is
poison to the heart and soul. Accordingly, which intelligent person would
allow himself to eat food about whose permissibility there is some question?
In this view, issurei Torah are considered issurei cheftza (prohibitions that
take effect on objects); that is, there are properties of issur contained within a
forbidden item that have a negative effect upon one's neshamah.

The Rambam, in contrast, apparently views issurei Torah as issurel gavra
(prohibitions that take effect on people), and he maintains that the Torah
adjures a person to abstain only from a definite issur. Even if a questionably
prohibited food was later discovered to be assur, since the person was not
aware of that when he consumed it, he did not act inappropriately
(mid’ oraisa).

The question of whether issurei Torah are issurei cheftza or issurel gavra
seems to be the subject of a machlokes Rishonim. Accordingly, the
Mechaber (Yoreh De ah 215:5-6) cites two opinions with regard to whether
a neder takes effect upon something that is already prohibited by the Torah.
If issurei Torah are classified as issurei gavra, there is a new dimension of
issur added by means of the neder, since a neder creates an issur cheftza on
an object (Nedarim 2b), and this element was not present earlier. However, if
issurei Torah are viewed as issurel cheftza (which aways places a
prohibition on the gavra as well), a status of issur cheftza was present on the
prohibited item even before the neder was made. Therefore, a neder cannot
be made

on a prohibited item, since MO°R ¥ 71 MOK X — “a prohibition cannot take
effect upon asimilar preexisting prohibition.”

If we do not accept the mashal of the Mesillas Y esharim comparing issurim
to poison, and instead consider issurei Torah asissurei gavra, there must be a
different rationale that forms the basis of the opinion that sfeika d’oraisa is
I’chumrah mid'oraisa. Rav Shimon Shkop (Shaarel Yosher, Sha'ar
HaSefelkos, perek 8) suggests the following explanation. The other
Rishonim agree with the Rambam that the Torah’s concept of issur neveilah,
for example, is limited to something that is definitely neveilah. A safek
neveilah is not forbidden due to the issur of neveilah per se; as far as the
issur of neveilah is concerned, one would not be adjured to abstain from it.



Instead, Rav Shimon explains, the halachah of sfeika d’ oraisal’chumrah is a
new, independent issur d'oraisa that is derived from s'vara (logic): The
Torah expects that we abstain from a safek issur as from an issur vadai.
Accordingly, even if the questionably prohibited food turns out to be
permissible, one who ate it when it was questionable violated this
independent issur. If the food turns out to be neveilah, he violated two
different issurim — the command to avoid a safek issur, as well as the issur
neveilah. Rav Shimon’'s approach is thus analogous to the way the Sefer
Chareidim understands 2»n2 N2, as positing an independent mitzvah
d oraisa to act stringently whenever one is faced with a doubt regarding an
issur.

The Rashba and the Ran present a challenge to the Rambam’ s position that
sfeikad' oraisais I’chumra only miderabbanan from the institution of Asham
Taluy. One offers this korban when he is uncertain whether he violated an
aveirah that would require a Chatas had he been certain that he violated the
aveirah unintentionally. If a sfeika d’oraisais really I'’kula mid’ oraisa, as the
Rambam maintains, one is actually permitted (mid'oraisa) to partake of a
questionable issur, and there should be no need for him to offer an Asham
Taluy for atonement!

The Acharonim (see Pri Megadim, Shoshanas Ha' Amakim, end of klal 11,
and Mishbetzos Zahav, Orach Chaim 439:1; Pnei Y ehoshua, Pesachim 9b,
sv. U'b'Tosfos) explain that the Rambam should be understood in light of
his ruling in Hilchos Shegagos (8:2) that one offers an Asham Taluy only in
acase in which ikvaissura (the presence of a prohibited object has definitely
been established) — namely, when one ate “one piece out of two pieces.” For
example, one had before him two pieces of fat, one of which was definitely
cheilev (prohibited fat) and the other shuman (permissible fat). If he
inadvertently ate one of the pieces without knowing which piece he ate, heis
obligated to bring an Asham Taluy. If, however, he had before him only one
piece of fat, and it is not known whether the piece was cheilev or shuman, he
does not bring an Asham Taluy if he ate the piece (Kereisos 17b).

Had the Rambam ruled that Asham Taluy is offered in every case of safek,
he would necessarily have to maintain that sfeika d'oraisa is I'chumrah
mid’oraisa. However, since the Rambam restricts the institution of Asham
Taluy to an ikvaissuratype of safek, he is free to adopt the position that in a
standard safek, a case of “a single piece of fat,” sfeika d’oraisa is I'kulah
mid'oraisa. In a case of ikva issura, however, since this is a more stringent
form of safek, the Rambam would agree that sfeika d’oraisa would be
I’chumrah mid’ oraisa.

Translated and adapted by CS from
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Tws1 9921 722 952 1 a0k - And it will be, when all these things come upon
you, the blessing and the curse... and you will return to Hashem your G-d
and listen to His voice according to all that | command you today, you and
your children, with all your heart and all your soul (Devarim 30:1-2)

To our deep sorrow, we lack the strength even to speak. We do not have the
words to express the terrible pain and continuing tragedy of our nation. We
cannot begin to recount all that has befallen us. The scroll written in blood
and fire is enough to make one's hair stand on end.

A year passes and another begins, and once again we stand at the threshold
between them, in these days of accounting, judgment, and teshuva. Y et this
year, beyond the personal cheshbon hanefesh demanded of every individual,
we carry a sacred obligation to make a broader cheshbono shel olam, an
accounting of the state of the Jewish world.

Itisalong, bitter, and terrible reckoning, without parallel in our history. If
only there were among us one of the prophets of old, capable of giving voice
to the suffering of our generation. If we could count not merely the tears of
the oppressed, but the countless korbanos who were delivered to the sword
and abandoned as prey to the wild beasts of the forest, we would have to add
another scroll of mourning, darker than all the scrolls of tears that preceded
it.

Y et thisis a hidden scroll. Who can weigh it? Who can count it? Who can
number and lift up the heads of those of Yisrael who ascended heavenward
in astorm, al kiddush Hashem? Their number exceeds twice the number of
those who left Mitzrayim. Who can measure the rivers of blood that were
spilled during the past year, reddening the lands of the exile across the sea
like the flames of the Beis HaM okeid?

Per sonal Soul Searching

But if the accounting of the world is beyond our control, and we arein no
position to demand explanations for the ways of Heaven, we can at least turn
inward and examine our own path.

Wetravel along a crooked road and sink ever more deeply into it. At least
once ayear, we must engage in an honest cheshbon hanefesh, refusing to
avert our eyes or blur the truth about our own small world.

Teshuva stands first among the three things that avert a severe decree. A Jew
who lives as part of the community fulfills, at least to some degree, the other
two, Tefillah and tzedakah. When a person gives something to a poor person,
the mitzvah of tzedakah isin his hand, even if he has not performed it on its
highest level. So too with Tefillah. If a person turns to Hakadosh Baruch Hu
and asks Him for his needs, even in his own language, then even if he has not
fulfilled every aspect of the complete obligation of Tefillah, he has at least
fulfilled its basic framework, and according to the Rambam, the daily Torah
obligation to pray.

But how do we fulfill the mitzvah of teshuva, the first and most essential
condition for averting a harsh decree?

Surely, we all desire with all our strength to annul the harsh decrees that
descend upon us day after day, the latest causing us almost to forget the one
that preceded it, as one decree follows another. Y et teshuvais not only a
matter of extraordinary spiritual power. It is one of the halachos of the
Torah, one of the taryag mitzvos, and, in particular, an indispensable
requirement of Y om Kippur.

Just as one must eat matzah on Pesach and dwell in a sukkah on Sukkos, so
too teshuvais an absolute requirement of Y om Kippur. Without it, one has
failed to fulfill the essential obligation of the day. Although we recite a fixed
bracha concerning teshuva three times each day, Y om Kippur is different.
On Y om Kippur, teshuvais not simply desirable or praiseworthy. It is
indispensable to the very mitzvah of the day.

We must therefore not imagine that merely wrapping ourselvesin awhite
kittel and tallis, striking our chests, and reciting the words of vidui is enough
to fulfill the law of teshuva. That is not teshuva itself.

With many other mitzvos, even when they are performed in the manner
described by the Navi, 7771 Dowak nmign *mx ank o - their fear toward
Me has become a commandment of men learned by rote (Y eshayahu 29:13),
there nevertheless remains some validity to the act itself even when the
proper inner intent is lacking. The mitzvah may be performed on a much
lower level, almost mechanically, as though the act itself were without life,
yet it can till retain at least the outward form, the shadow, of amitzvah. This
accords with the halachic principle of mitzvos einan tzrichos kavanah, that
mitzvos do not necessarily require intent.
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Thereis an even lower category, that of mitasek, when an act occurs without
full awareness or deliberate intention. Chazal could speak of giving credit to
one who bows during Modim even though he did not fully realize what he
was doing. An act performed at such alevel may still retain some residue
and value as a mitzvah. Thus, according to the view that mitzvos do not
reguire kavanah, even one who blows a shofar merely for the sake of making
music may nevertheless fulfill the mitzvah.

But there are other mitzvos that do not belong to the realm of physical action
at all. Their fulfillment cannot even be inferred from outward conduct. These
are mitzvos whose entire existence lies within the inner recesses of the soul,
the chovos halevavos, the duties of the heart.

Such mitzvos cannot be fulfilled through external actions alone. When the
inner experience is absent, when nothing emerges from the depths of the
soul, not even the faintest echo of the mitzvah remains. There must be an
inner awakening, a genuine movement within the heart.

Teshuvais one of these mitzvos.

Rav Yisrael Salanter illustrated the nature of such mitzvos through the
example of bittul chametz. A person may clean, kasher, scour, scrub, and
wash with extraordinary diligence, as meticulously as the most careful
household before Pesach. Yet if he failsto nullify the chametz in his heart
and mind, all that exertion cannot accomplish the bittul that the halacha
requires, and the prohibition of bal yimatzei remains.

So too with Yom Kippur. A person may observe al five afflictions and
follow every custom of the day, yet if he has not turned his heart toward
regret for the past and genuine resolution for the future, he has not fulfilled
the law of teshuva. The halachais clear: the essence of the day brings
atonement only to those who repent.

We must therefore learn how to fulfill this obligation at least in its minimum
measure. |If we simply follow the familiar external pattern of this great and
holy day, we may undergo al its afflictions and yet fail to attain its essential
purpose.

| once heard from the Chofetz Chaim who asked: Why do people say that
teshuvais so difficult? Regret what you have done in the past, accept upon
yourself not to repeat it in the future, say vidui, and you have done teshuva.
For a holy man such as the Chofetz Chaim, teshuva could indeed be stated so
simply. But we ordinary people must admit that we need to study teshuva
and labor to discover its path.

The Essence of Teshuva

Throughout the year we are obligated to observe all the mitzvos of the Torah,
and certainly during the days of Elul. Rav Yisrael Salanter was known to say
that the entire year should resemble Elul, but Elul must never be allowed to
resemble the rest of the year.

As Yom Kippur approaches, however, merely accumulating additional
meritsis not enough. The essence of these daysis teshuvaitself, and we are
absolutely obligated to do teshuva.

Rav Yitzchak Blazer writes similarly in Ohr Yisrael: during the Aseres
Yemel Teshuva, simply increasing one’s merits does not suffice. Everything
depends specifically upon teshuva. Thisis consistent with the Rambam’s
ruling that the judgment of the beinonim remains suspended until Yom
Kippur, and if they do teshuva, they are sealed for life. The Rambam does
not say that they are sealed for life merely by accumulating additional good
deeds. The decisive factor isteshuva

What, then, is the practical framework of teshuva?

It would appear that in order to fulfill the obligation of the day, every Jew
should choose at least one particular halacha or mitzvah in which to make a
genuine change. One who can undertake more s certainly praiseworthy. It
may be a Torah mitzvah, a rabbinic obligation, or even an established proper
practice.

He should regret hisfailuresin that particular matter and wholeheartedly
resolve not to return to the same folly. By recognizing what was wrong,

abandoning that improper path, and committing himself to something better,
he fulfills the law of teshuva.

A person who truly resolves to correct his conduct even in one area has
entered the world of teshuva.

After aperson stumbles and sins, whether in a great matter or asmall one, he
would be lost from both worlds were it not for the foundation of teshuva.
There would be no remedy for the sinner who has distanced himself from his
Creator except to return to Him.

Chazal express this in striking terms: N0 730 70V 7°%Y XN 772 DRV W1 -
What shall become of the soul that sins? Wisdom answered, let it die (Y akut
Shimoni 702).

At first glance, we might therefore assume that the entire purpose of teshuva
isto repair the damage caused by sin. But that is only partly true.

Chazal teach that teshuva was one of the seven things created before the
creation of the world ,721wn1 ,7M0 217 981,027 R123w 27 WR121 2°027 Ava
W SW YWY ,WIRnT N°31, 71237 RO 030,17y 1. (Pesachim 54a; Nedarim
39b). Regarding some of the other things on that list, such as the Torah, this
isreadily understandable. Hakadosh Baruch Hu looked into the Torah and
created the world.

But why should teshuvaitself be described as a creation? Isit not simply one
mitzvah among al the other mitzvos? Moreover, if the Torah itself, which
aready includes the mitzvah of teshuva, preceded the world, why was
teshuva singled out and counted separately?

The Path Created Beforethe World

The answer is that what was created before the world was not merely the
mitzvah of teshuva, but the derech hateshuva, the path of teshuva.

We are accustomed to thinking of teshuva simply as the remedy for sin. A
person sins, and teshuva repairs what has gone wrong. As we have seen,
however, this understanding is only partial.

There are many paths through which a person may come close to Hakadosh
Baruch Hu, and closeness to Him is the ultimate purpose of man, the
choicest of al creation. Thereis the path of the intellect, the path of the
heart, and other paths in avodas Hashem.

But among them there is a particular path that leads a person toward his
ultimate, hoped-for, and longed-for destination. That is derech hateshuva,
the path of return.

From the moment of his birth, by his very physical nature, man tendsto
move away from his source and from his true place in the world. He must
therefore return to his purpose and return to his root.

Teshuvais consequently not merely aremedy that becomes necessary after a
person sins, as though a person who had never sinned would have no need
for teshuva. Even apart from particular sins, man needs teshuva.

Thisis derech hateshuva, the path of return, and it is this that Chazal counted
among the seven things created before the world. It stands alongside the
Torah itself, for the Torah too is ultimately a path upon which a person
travels toward his proper place and his source.

| learned this explanation from our great master, the genius of mussar of the
Mir Y eshiva. See the essay Toras HaTeshuva in Daas Torah by the
Mashgiach, Rav Y erucham Levovitz zt"l, Devarim, vol. 2, pp. 168-173.

Rav Y erucham explained, in this spirit, the structure of Rabbeinu Y onah’'s
Shaarei Teshuva. One might wonder why Rabbeinu Y onah discusses
throughout the sefer so many of the taryag mitzvos. He includes such
seemingly unrelated matters as shaatnez, tzitzis, yibum, and many others.
What do all these have to do with the gates of teshuva?

The answer isthat thereis alaw of teshuva even before a person sins,
entirely apart from the need to repair any particular aveirah.

Thisisthe path of teshuva.

By his physical nature, man gradually turns his back upon Hakadosh Baruch
Hu and upon the observance of His mitzvos. Through teshuva, he turns
around once again and faces Hakadosh Baruch Hu.

That is the meaning of the very word teshuva: return.
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Teshuvais the path by which a person returnsto his root. Through that return
he comes to observe the mitzvos and guard himself against al the
prohibitions of the Torah. Teshuvais therefore not merely the medicine that
curesthe sickness of sin. Itisitself apaved road that leads a person toward
fulfilling the will of Hashem and protects him from sin in the first place.

In this sense, teshuvaresembles Torah itself. Thisiswhy Chazal teach that
both preceded the creation of the world.

During the days of teshuva, when Hashem is especially near and accessible
to us, all of our avodah must therefore be directed along this path.

Torah study, spiritual elevation, refinement of the soul, purification of
thought, and the fulfillment of mitzvos can throughout the year be
approached through many different paths: the path of wisdom, the path of
upright character, the path of truth, and others. But during these days, the
days of teshuva and judgment, we are called upon to pursue them
specifically through derech hateshuva.

This is also the meaning of the plea established in Shemoneh Esrei, 177
72mwn3 - return us through teshuva.

Our goadl is not to remain standing with our backs toward the Sanctuary. We
seek to turn around and once again stand face to face with Hakadosh Baruch
Hu, in the manner of 127 0192 010 - face to face He spoke (Devarim 5:4).
We therefore pray and plead with Hashem to return us to the path of teshuva,
the clearest, shortest, and most direct road toward serving Him.

from: Rabbi Y'Y Jacobson <rabbiyy @theyeshiva.net>

date: Sep 4, 2026, 12:30 AM

Rabbi Y'Y Jacobson

Forget the Rabbi  The Cantor, the Lion & the Fox TheLast Wish

On Rosh Hashanah night, the Kazaks captured the rabbi, the cantor, and the
president of the synagogue, and granted them a final wish before they would
be put to death. The Rabbi: All year round | prepare for my Rosh Hashanah
sermon. You can't kill me before you let me present this sermon and get it
out of my system. "OK," proclaimed the Kazaks. "We well allow you to give
the sermon.” They turned to the cantor. "How about you? What is your final
wish?' "For 364 days a year, | prepare for my cantorial presentation on the
High Holidays. For this year | composed many new brilliant and
extraordinary compositions. You have to let me sing them before you Kkill
me." "Granted," said the Kazaks. "And you," they said, turning to the
president, "what is your final wish?' "Kill mefirst," he said.

Sermons and Melodies

It's been a longstanding tradition among Jewish communities the world over
to employ cantors for the High Holiday services, often accompanied by
choirs, to entertain, engage, and inspire the multitudes of crowds flocking to
synagogues during the three days of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. In
many a congregation, the cantor embodies the primary focus of the High
Holiday experience. Asin aconcert or opera, the cantor's choice of melodies,
his cantorial skills, and manipulation of sounds and pitches constitute the
zenith of the services. Especialy if the musical presentation is coupled with
a rabbi who knows how to tell a good joke or bring a tear to the eye, itisa
hands-down success story. "Spit not in the well from which you drink,"
suggests the Talmud. | should be the last one to find fault with this
phenomenon, since |, too, serve as a pontificator. Y et a moving thought from
the great master the Baal Shem Tov concerning this "cantor" and "rabbi"
phenomenon may be worthwhile for all synagogues and all of us to reflect
upon.

An Angry Lion

The Baal Shem Tov, the founder of the Chassidic movement and one of the
most revolutionary thinkers and healers in the history of the world (1698-
1760), once shared the following alegorical story (based on a story in the
Midrash). Once upon a time, says the Baal Shem Tov, the lion grew furious
with al of the other jungle animals. Since the lion is "the king of animal
life," and is most powerful and dominant, his ire evoked deep fright in the

hearts of the other animals. "What should we do?' murmured all the animals
at an emergency meeting. "If the lion lets out his anger, we are al done."
"No worries," came the voice of the fox, known as the wiliest of animals. "In
the reservoirs of my brain are stored 300 stories, anecdotes, and vignettes.
When | present them to the lion, his mood will be transformed.” A wave of
joy rushed through al the animals as they embarked on a march toward the
lion's home in the jungle, where the fox would placate him and restore the
friendly relationship between the lion and his subjects.

The Fox Forgets

During the journey through the jungle pathways, the fox suddenly turns to
one of his anima friends and says, "You know, | forgot 100 of my
entertaining stories." Rumors of the fox's lapse of memory spread
immediately. Many animals were overtaken by profound trepidation, but
soon came the calming voice of Mr. Bear. "No worries," he said. "Two
hundred vignettes of a brilliant fox are more than enough to get that arrogant
lion rolling in laughter and delight. “They will suffice to do the job," agreed
Mr. Wolf. A little while later, as the extraordinarily large entourage of
animals was nearing the lion, Mr. Fox suddenly turned to another colleague.
"I have forgotten another 100 of my anecdotes," lamented the fox. "They
simply dipped my mind." The animals fear became stronger, but soon
enough came the reassuring voice of Mr. Deer. "No worries," he proclaimed,
"One hundred fox stories will suffice to capture the imagination of our
simple king." “Yes, 100 jokes will assuage the lion,” agreed Mr. Tiger. A
few moments later, all of the hundreds of thousands of animals were at the
lion's den. The lion rose to his full might and glory, casting a fierce gaze at
all of his subjects, sending a shiver through their veins.

The Moment of Encounter - As the moment of truth arrived, al of the
animals looked up with beseeching eyes to their bright representative the fox,
to approach the lion and accomplish the great mission of reconciliation. At
that very moment, the fox turned to the animals and said, "I am sorry, but |
forgot my last 100 stories. | have nothing left to say to the king." The
animals went into hysteria. "You are a vicious liar," cried they cried. "You
deceived us completely. What are we to do now?' "My job," responded the
fox calmly, "was to persuade you to take the journey from your own nests to
the lion's den. | have accomplished my mission. You are here. Now, let each
and every single one of you discover his own voice and rehabilitate his own
personal relationship with the king."

Lacking a Personal Relationship

This story, concluded the Baal Shem Tov, illustrates a common problem in
institutionalized religion. We come to synagogue on Rosh Hashanah or Y om
Kippur, or any other time of the year, and we rely on the "foxes' -- the
cantors and the rabbis -- to serve as our representative to the King of Kings.
"The rabbi's sermon today was unbelievable," we often proclaim after
services. "He is awesome." Or, "That cantor? His vibrato just melted my
soul." These clergy all too often become the "foxes' who know how to get
the job done for us. Yet, sooner or later, we come to realize that the foxes,
with all due respect, don't really have what it takes to address the king on
behalf of you and me. Each of us must discover his or her own inner voice
and inner passion and spirit, and speak to G-d with a distinct and unique.
Cantors and rabbis during the High Holidays (and the rest of the year) ought
to view themselves as the Baal Shem Tov's foxes: Their function is to
persuade and inspire people to leave their self-contained domains and
embark on a journey toward something far deeper and more real. But each
and every one of us must ultimately enter the space of G-d alone.

So this Rosh Hashanah and Y om Kippur, don't rely on any foxes. Speak to
G-d directly. With your own words, with your own soul. Heart to heart, from
your truest place to Histruest place.

Shanah Tovah!
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