5765 Davarim

The final book of the Torah, Devarim, consists of Moshe’s seven-day speech to the Jews before his death.  As the Midrash notes, this is quite an accomplishment for a man who once said, ‘I am not a man of words.’  

Moshe’s goal, it seems, is to sum up his experience with the Jewish people until this moment in hopes of showing them their greatness, their patterns, and their flaws.  In urging them to courageously cross the Jordan into Israel and to begin the conquest of the land, he must tread the narrow bridge of making them well aware of the specifics of their tendency to sabotage their own mission while at the same time not discouraging them.  They must know that they have a deep flaw, but they must also know that they can overcome all challenges with G-d’s help.

Moshe’s narrative about their journey does not run chronologically.  He does not begin with the Exodus from Egypt.  He begins his narrative with the description of a moment that does not stand out as an essential point in their time line: the appointing of members of the people to act as judges for 1000’s, 100’s, 50’s, and 10’s.  Why does he choose this moment above the parting of the sea, the leaving of Egypt, and the war with Amalek?

This is the moment when the Jews are given the opportunity to take responsibility.  Yitro’s disgust with all of the Jews standing, waiting in the hot sun to speak with Moshe for a moment results in a new system of judges whereby anyone with a problem or question can first approach the local judge.  

Why is responsibility the beginning of Moshe’s narrative?  Because Moshe knows he will not be guiding them, into the land.  He knows that he can only lead them to the brink of Israel, but he cannot push them across.  And if he could, it would not be of real value.  He does not want to have to hold their hands every step.  He needs them to be capable of thinking for themselves, of choosing the right way to go without him forcing them, punishing them, nagging them.  

So, in telling them their own history, he must tell them that he had to give them independence.  He had to empower them to think.  And then he shows them what they did with that power of choice:  the episode of the spies.  They must see their own fears, their own lack of faith, and they must deal with it, if they are to be capable of entering the Promised Land.  

As we have been discussing, the time of the three weeks leading up to the 9th of Av is a time of perceived separation from G-d.  But all times of separation from G-d may be seen as opportunities for independence and initiative.  This is the time when, as the Ba’al Shem Tov writes, the father lets go of the hands of the child so that the child may learn to walk on his own.  There is a great deal of trust hidden within this separation.  Our goal during this time is to provide for each other what we are all missing in G-d’s ‘absence’.  That is the initiative we must take.  If we use this opportunity positively, then we come out of it strong and enriched.  If we use this time to avoid reality, then it is wasted.

