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Learn Torah
Rabbi Yitzchok Cohen

For this mitzvah, which I command you today, is not 
too astonishing for you, nor is it far from you. It is 
not in heaven, for you to say, “Who will ascend to 

heaven and take it for us (Devarim 30:11-12).…”
The Ramban, Seforno, and Rambam all agree that the 

Torah, when mentioning the word “Mitzvah,” refers to a 
specific mitzvah and not to all mitzvot contained in the 
Torah. They deduce this from the fact that the Torah used 
the words “ha-mitvah ha-zot,” this mitzvah, rather than the 
words “kol ha-mitzvah,” all the mitzvot. 

This specific mitzvah refers to Teshuva, repentance, 
according to Ramban and Seforno. The Torah tells us 
that the ability to implement the act of Teshuva is “karov 
eileycha be-picha,” close to us through our mouths. 
This phrase refers to the vidui, confession, in which we 
articulate our sins. It is extremely painful to listen to 
ourselves and to criticize our own actions and our own 
faults. Nevertheless, the precise purpose of the vidui 
element of Teshuva is to force us to hear these painful 
words.

The Seforno agrees to Ramban that the Torah is 
discussing the mitzvah of Teshuva, since this pasuk is a 
continuation of the preceding verses which refer to the 
topic of repentance. Those verses say “ve-shav Hashem 
Elokeycha et shevutcha,” and refer to the act of Teshuva 
performed by klal yisroel in galut, exile. Moshe Rabbeinu 
is trying to be mechazek, to strengthen klal yisroel’s 
awareness of the importance of Teshuva. He informs them 
of the potential that everyone has to experience Teshuva 
in one’s life; one does not need nevi’im, prophets, or great 
sages to explain the mitzvah of Teshuva.

The Gemara in Eiruvin, however, quotes the pasuk of “lo 
nifleis hi mimcha” in reference to Talmud Torah. Similarly, 
the Rambam (Hilchot Talmud Torah, 3:8) tells us that “lo 
ba-shomayim hi,” it is not in heaven, teaches that Torah 

cannot be learned by those people who possess “gasut ha-
ruach,” boastful spirits, and those who involve themselves 
excessively in business. Rather, Torah is to be learned by 
the mouths of the humble and the dedicated.

The Rambam (Hilchot Teshuva 7:3) discusses the 
necessity to work on the gormei ha-cheit, the causes of sin, 
in addition to the act of sin itself. 

“ואל תאמר שאין התשובה אלא מעבירות שיש בהן מעשה, כגון 
זנות וגזל וגניבה. כשם שצריך אדם לשוב מאלו--כך הוא צריך לחפש 

בדעות רעות מן הכעס, ומן האיבה...”
“Do not say that Teshuva is only necessary for sins involving 

action, such as promiscuity and theft. Just as man must repent 
from these, so too must he search [and repent for] his negative 
traits … for anger and hatred.”

According to the Rambam, total attention and 
awareness should be directed towards the middot raot, 
bad character traits, that cause aveirot. The gormei 
aveira are also considered aveirot. According to the 
Rambam, learning Torah is the mitzvat aseh, the positive 
commandment. In contrast, Teshuva is not only a positive 
act, but a shev ve-al ta’aseh, a prohibition against inaction; 
Teshuva is only accomplished by abstention from middot 
ra’ot. Therefore, the Rambam learned that our pasuk refers 
only to the mitzvah of learning Torah. 

Although Ramban understands our pasuk as referring 
to Teshuva, he is nevertheless quite aware of the Gemara 
in Eiruvin that reads it as referring to Talmud Torah. He 
feels, however, that there is no contradiction between 
Torah and Teshuva, and that the pasuk can easily refer to 
both at once. The meaning of the pasuk is that the only way 
to successfully perform Teshuva is through the mitzvah 
of Talmud Torah. Rabbi Dovid Soloveitchik Shlita shows 
from the Gemara in Kiddushin (30b), “if this boor [the 
yeitzer hora] bumps into you, pull him into beis midrash,” 
and the Gemara in Bava Batra (16a) “Hashem created the 
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Deuteronomy30: 1-5, the biblical locus classicus of 
repentance, goes as follows:
When all these things befall you- the blessing and the 

curse that I have set before you- and you take them to heart 
amidst the various nations to which the L-rd your God has 
banished you, and you return to the L-rd your God, and you 
and your children heed His command with all your heart and 
soul, just as I enjoin upon you this day, then the L-rd your God 
will restore your fortunes and take you back in love. He will 
bring you together again from all the peoples where the L-rd 
your God has scattered you. Even if your outcasts are at the 
ends of the world, from there the L-rd your God will gather 
you, from there he will fetch you. And the L-rd your God will 
bring you to the land which your fathers occupied, and you 
shall occupy it; and He will make you more prosperous and 
more numerous than your fathers.

Perhaps the most difficult Talmudic statement regarding 
teshuvah is one version of a statement ascribed in the 
Gemara (Yoma 86b) to R. Shimon ben Lakish, popularly 
known as Resh Lakish.

Resh Lakish said, “Great is repentance, for because of it 
premeditated sins are accounted as errors, as it is said: Return 
O Israel, unto the L-rd your God, for you have stumbled in 
your iniquity. (Hosea 14:2). Iniquity is premeditated, and yet 
he calls it “stumbling.” But this is not so! For Resh Lakish said 
that repentance is so great that premeditated sins are accounted 
as though they were merits, as it is said, And when the wicked 
turns from his wickedness, and does that which is lawful 
and right, he shall live thereby (Ezekiel 33:19). There is no 
contradiction: One refers to a case (of repentance) derived from 
love, the other to one due to fear.

One version of the statement is that following teshuva, 
one’s sins are considered (presumably, by God) as if they 
had been committed unintentionally. The second version 
declares that they are considered to be mitzvoth. The 
Gemara proceeds to claim that both versions might be 
considered correct: the first statement refers to one who 
has repented out of fear (then, his demerits still stand, but 

only as unintentional ones, and thus much less, if at all, 
deserving of punishment). The second statement refers 
to someone who had repented out of love. In that second 
case, his demerits turn into merits, into mitzvoth!!

The second version of Resh Lakish seems impossible to 
fathom. Granted that as an article of Jewish belief (though 
not one of thirteen principles of Maimonides!!), teshuvah 
“wipes away” one’s sins. That fits with the first version of 
Resh Lakish. Moreover, one can certainly fathom that after 
he realizes the error of his ways; he can spur himself on and 
return to an even better state than the one he was in before 
his sin. But how can the averah itself turn into a mitzvah? 
Moreover, this seems to put at a disadvantage someone 
who never sinned in the first place, which makes (from an 
ethical point of view) the whole proposition unfair!

Before discussing the explanation of Rav Soloveitchik, 
z”l, of the matter, I think it is important to put this 
statement of Resh Lakish in a broader context. Certainly, 
not only the first version of Resh Lakish, but the 
unarticulated assumptions of numerous other Talmudic 
passages do not imply the second version of Resh Lakish 
at all. It is by no means “normative Jewish theology” to 
necessarily assume the second version of his statement. 
We do know that it is a mitzvah to repent: even if the truth 
would be according to the first version of Resh Lakish, 
or according to the numerous Talmudic passages that do 
not make the audacious claim that one’s demerits after 
repentance turn into merits. After all is said and done, 
the second version of Resh Lakish remains an incredibly 
difficult remark.

In the Guide of the Perplexed, the Rambam’s comments 
concerning repentance can be understood according to 
this more limited notion of what repentance achieves.

It is manifest that repentance also belongs to this class, I 
mean to the opinions without the belief in which the existence 
of individuals professing a law cannot be well ordered. For an 
individual cannot but sin and err, either through ignorance- by 
professing an opinion or a moral quality that is not preferable in 

Repentance - The Astounding Statement of Resh Lakish
Rabbi Josh Hoffman 

yeitzer hora, but created Torah as its antidote,” that the 
only way to rid oneself of the yeitzer hora, which causes 
aveiros, is through Talmud Torah in the beis ha-midrash. 
Take advantage of the opportunities of Torah in the beis 
midrash; this not only fulfills the commandment to study 

Torah, but also strengthens our Teshuva and allows us to 
become closer to Hakadosh Baruch Hu, reaching the level 
of “shuva Yisroel ad Hashem Elokeycha,” return, Israel, to 
Hashem your G-d. Chazak ve-ematz!
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truth-or else because he is overcome by desire or anger. If t hen 
the individual believed that this fracture can never be remedied, 
he would persist in his error and sometimes perhaps disobey 
even more because of the fact that no stratagem remains at his 
disposal. If, however, he believes in repentance, he can correct 
himself and return to a better and more perfect state than the 
one he was in before he sinned. For this reason there are many 
actions that are meant to establish this correct and very useful 
opinion, I mean the confessions, the sacrifices in expiation of 
negligence and also of certain sins committed intentionally, 
and the fasts. The general characteristic of repentance from any 
sin consists in one’s being divested of it. And this is the purpose 
of this opinion. Thus the utility of all these things is become 
manifest. (Guide, III:36, Pines ed., p. 540)

On the other hand, those who take all the words of 
Hazal seriously possess a moral obligation to give their 
words a coherent meaning and to place them, if possible, 
into some kind of conceptual substructure. Thus, it is 
indeed appropriate to try to find some meaning that we can 
understand for the second version of Resh Lakish as well. 
This leads us to the explanation of the Rav.

(Although numerous articles detailing the Rav’s 
approach exist, I will cite both the formulations and the 
ideas found in Yitzchak Blau, “Creative Repentance: On 
Rabbi Soloveitchik’s Concept of Teshuva ,” Tradition 28:2 
[Winter 1994], pp. 11-18, for what follows.)

The Rav rejects the notion that according to this 
view, if a person repents, God “magically” transforms 
one’s ‘averot into mitzvoth (which is indeed how many 
authorities understood this notion!). The Rav apparently 
felt that according to that view, the role of the human 
being is too passive. On the contrary, he understood 
that Resh Lakish’s second version expresses the 
remarkable notion that man himself accomplishes this 
transformation. How does he do it?

The Rav examined how an individual who has done 
teshuvah relates to his previous condition. There are two 
possible reactions. One can simply cut oneself off from it, 
considering that someone else had committed the misdeeds. 
Alternatively, the penitent does not erase the past, but 
remembers the sins with a sense of regret. Knowledge of his 
sins becomes a motivating factor to perform better in the 
future, to make up for the time wasted.

These two alternatives fit with the two versions of Resh 
Lakish. People who react in the first way are themselves 
treating their previous voluntary misdeeds as unintentional 

ones. (One might add that halakhically, what defines an 
unintentional misdeed is the existence of a ma‘aseh ‘averah, 
a heinous act, without the retzon ha-gavra, the will to violate 
the law. By now proclaiming, “from a moral point of view, I 
am now not the same man that committed those previous 
sins,” one is detaching his ratzon from the sin. Without the 
will, the sin that had previously been defined as a willful 
misdeed is now merely a mechanical act, and is tantamount 
to an involuntary act produced by that person.)

According to the second way, one who continues to 
relate to his previous sins turns his memories of his sins 
into a positive force. Here the Rav utilized and built 
upon the ideas of the philosopher Max Scheler. (See 
“Repentance and Rebirth,” in On the Eternal in Man 
(translated by Bernard Noble, London, 1960), pp. 33-65. 
Scheler understood that memory and anticipation are 
essential parts of the human psyche. 

He writes, “We are not merely the disposers of our 
future; there is no part of our past life which…might not 
be genuinely altered in its meaning and worth.... (p.40)” 
Every moment of our lives contains the past, present and 
future. 

Hence, we can change that part of ourselves now that 
is connected to the past! Since the significance of our 
acts in our consciousness depends upon how we relate 
to them, if a penitent now channels the very energy that 
caused him to sin in the past into a positive orientation , he 
indeed is able to turn his “misdeeds” into “ merits.” Resh 
Lakish’s statement is now understood not as a metaphysical 
statement, but as an expression of the will of a human 
being to recreate himself can accomplish.

Resh Lakish’s statement, at the end of the day, should 
not, however, obscure the fact that it is God who forgives 
us. Hence, it may be appropriate to end this piece with a 
citation of R. Akiba’s homily on Teshuvah.

R. Akiba said: Happy are You, Israel! Who is it before 
whom you become clean? And Who is it that makes you 
clean? Your Father in heaven, as it is said, “And I will 
sprinkle clean water upon you and you shall be clean 
(Ezekiel 36:25).” And it further says, “Hope of Israel 
(miqveh), the L-rd ( Jeremiah17:13) (The Hebrew word 
miqveh is a homonym meaning both fountain {=ritual 
bath} and hope.) 

Just as the fountain renders the unclean clean, so does 
the Holy One Blessed be He, render (the people of) Israel 
clean. (Yoma 85b)
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The mother of all Jewish conventions, the septennial 
hakhel gathering features an assembly of Jews of all

ages. As Devarim 31:12 records Moshe’s 
instruction, “Gather the nation: men, women, children, 
and the stranger at your gates.” After every shemitah year, 
on the second night of Succot, all who call themselves by 
the name Israel must assemble and hear sections of the 
book of Devarim read aloud. Historically, this reading was 
done by the king, in an area of the Beit haMikdash.

The Torah’s demand that children participate in the 
celebration is unique among our mitzvot; in no other 
communal mitzvah does the Torah explicitly require their 
participation. The Talmud (Chagigah 3a) is sensitive to 
this quirk, and it suggests that the reason to bring the 
children is “to provide reward for those who bring them.” 
This seems circular, though; does the Talmud mean to say 
that G-d created a mitzvah solely for the sake of rewarding 
those who fulfill it?

One might explain the Talmud to mean that those 
who bring their children will be rewarded by the very act 
of bringing them. For example: Sefer haChinuch (612) 
contends that hakhel increases our love of Torah, through 
the glory of this gathering. Perhaps, then, having our 
children at hakhel rewards the bringers, by inculcating love 
of Torah into those children.

Alternatively, Ibn Ezra (Devarim 31:12) sees the benefit 
of hakhel as educational; those who attend will be inspired 
to ask questions, and thereby to learn more throughout 
the year. Having our curious children at hakhel will inspire 
them to inquire and learn.

However, a third benefit of bringing children may 
be linked to the practice of having the king conduct the 
public reading. Rambam does not list hakhel as a king’s 
mitzvah, and indeed the Torah does not identify the 
reader explicitly. However, our sages (Sotah 41a) took 
for granted that this should be the king. [See also Yereim 
233 and 266, Tosafot Yom Tov to Sotah 7:8, and Minchat 
Chinuch 612:2.] Certainly, there is added splendour an 
gravitas when the king leads a ritual, but why this ritual, in 
particular?

Every seven years, during the period of shemitah, the 
normal rules of society cease to funct ion: the fences 

surrounding fields are broken, the tithes that support 
the kohanim and leviyim are neglected, the heirarchical 
relationship between employer and employee is severed, 
hardworking farmers become men of leisure, and loans are 
forgiven and forgotten. This can constitute a healthy break 
for society, and a community’s rules can be strengthened 
by this sort of periodic vacation. [See Jeffrey Rubenstein, 
Purim, Liminality and Communitas.] However, with such 
a haitus we risk the possibility that the community falls in 
love with its lawless vacation, and forgets to return.

This may be part of the role of hakhel: To remind the 
Jewish nation that its existence is still governed by the 
rules and institutions of the Torah. Thus the nation reads 
key biblical passages: the fundamentals of our faith; the 
tithes given to the kohanim, the leviyim and the needy; 
the monarchy; and the national covenant into which we 
enter at the end of the book of Devarim. (Mishnah Sotah 
7:8; Tosefta Sotah 7:17) We re-commit ourselves to these 
obligations, and to our national structure.

Within this context, having the king perform the reading 
is entirely logical; the king is the heart of the command 
structure we reiterate with hakhel. And bringing our 
children is its own reward, for even children who are 
too young to comprehend the reading will realize that 
the entire community has assembled as one to hear the 
instructions of its king, and this wi l l create a lasting 
appreciation for the honour of our government and 
society’s institutions.

In less than one week, we will perform a version of 
hakhel as we gather to mark Rosh haShanah. Among the 
central themes of this day is the coronation of G-d as 
King, and this, too, is a necessary reminder. From Yom 
Kippur to Rosh haShanah there is very little in our lives 
that declares to us, “HaShem hu ha’Elokim!” We can go 
through much of our year, even while observing mitzvot, 
without devoting significant thought to the meaning 
and implications of the Divine Throne. So it is that once 
each year we set aside time to gather with the explicit 
aim of coronating our King. May we be personally and 
communally impacted by this grand celebration – and may 
we ensure that our children participate in the moment, so 
that they will be impacted as well.

The King is in the Building
Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner
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Two types of Bechirah
Rabbi Beinish Ginsburg

In Parshas Nitzavim (30,15-20) the Torah presents the 
idea of Bechirah Chafshis.  The Torah writes “See- I 
have placed before you life and good, and death and 

evil…” and the Torah continues in Posuk 19 “u’vacharta 
b’chaim”- and choose life.  This is the idea of Bechira 
Chafshis. 

It is interesting that this is not the first place where the 
Torah records and presents Bechirah Chafshis.  At the 
beginning of Parshas Re’eh (11,26-32) we have an earlier 
presentation of Bechirah Chafshis. “See, I present before 
you a blessing and a curse….”  It is striking that the Torah 
repeats the Parshah of Bechirah Chafshis.  Why?  What’s 
the lesson behind this repetition[i]?

The Rav and Rav Ahron, zt”l, presented the following 
answer.  In Parshas Nitzavim the Torah has just discussed 
the mitzvah of Teshuvah. The Torah writes (30,8) “V’atah 
sashuv v’shamata b’kol Hashem”- and you shall return 
and listen to the voice of Hashem.  Later (Posuk 10) the 
Torah writes “ki sashuv el Hashem Elokecha”- when you 
shall return to Hashem your G-d.  Apparently, there is a 
connection between the repetition of Bechira Chafshis and 
Teshuva.

The explanation is as follows.  There are two types of 
Bechirah Chafshis.  There is Bechirah Chafshis before 
Cheit and Bechirah Chafshis after Cheit.  Before Cheit a 
person has Bechirah Chafshis, a person has a choice to do 
the right thing or the wrong thing, and we are commanded 
to choose to do the right thing.  It requires a certain level 
of self control, of discipline.  That’s ordinary Bechirah 
Chafshis.  However, sometimes, lo aleinu, a person become 
involved in Cheit, and once a person has sinned, then to 
choose to do the right thing and stop sinning is much more 
difficult.  The heroic effort required to do Teshuva is very 
great; therefore, the Torah is Mechadesh a second Parshsah 

of Bechirah Chafshis to teach us and to emphasize to 
us that we have the ability to employ even this more 
challenging Bechirah Chafshis.  We have the ability to do 
Teshuva and to choose to do the right thing even after 
becoming accustomed to doing a Cheit.  This is why the 
Torah repeats the Parshah of Bechirah Chafshis here, in 
Parshas Nitzavim, immediately after the Parsha of Teshuva, 
to teach us this lesson. 

We are now approaching the Rosh Hashana, Aseres 
Yemei Teshuva, and Yom Kippur.  One is always obligated 
to do Teshuva, but there is a special emphasis on doing 
Teshuva at this point of the year.  A Jew should never sell 
himself short; a Jew should never say “I can’t do Teshuva, 
I can’t change, it’s too difficult”.  The Torah is teaching us 
that a Jew can change, and even the most difficult choice is 
within our ability. 

Sometimes over the course of the year a person 
develops a bad habit and a person can become convinced, 
unfortunately, that this is who I am, I can’t change.  That 
is a mistake. And we have to learn the Parshah of Bechirah 
Chafshis in Nitzavim after learning the Parshah of 
Teshuvah, and teach ourselves and remind ourselves that 
we always have the ability to do Teshuvah and to choose to 
do the right thing.  This is an important lesson to keep in 
mind as we are entering the Aseres Yemei Teshuva.

[i] This question of the repetition of Bechirah Chafshis in Nitzavim 
really depends on a Machlokes between Rashi and the Ramban 
regarding the beginning of Parshas Re’eh.  According to Rashi there, 
the Torah is not describing Bechirah Chafshis. The Ramban there, 
however, quotes Rashi and argues. The Ramban explains that the 
first section of Re’eh is discussing Bechirah Chafshis. And therefore 
according to the Ramban we have our question of why is Bechirah 
Chafshis repeated here, in Parshas Nitzavim.  The Ramban himself 
back in the beginning of Re’eh addresses this question.

Where Exactly Did Moshe Go?
Rabbi Avraham Gordimer

And Moshe went and spoke these words unto B’nei 
Yisroel...” (Devarim 31:1). Where exactly did 
Moshe go when he went to proclaim the message 

of Parshas Vayeilech? The Ramban writes that Moshe went 
to Machane Yisroel - the main Israelite encampment - to 
pay homage to the nation prior to his death with the words 
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of our parsha. Other Mefarshim (commentators) suggest 
alternative explanations. However, Targum Yonasan ben 
Uziel provides a most unusual interpretation: that Moshe 
Rabbeinu went to his beis medrash (hall of Torah study) in 
order to teach the lessons of this week’s parsha. This seems 
somewhat odd; let’s try to understand it.

Although Parshas Vayeilech features many topics, its 
main theme is that K’lal Yisroel (the Jewish People) would 
in the future forsake Hashem’s covenant and be punished 
to such an extent that the nation would be subject to a 
state of Hester Panim – “Concealment of God’s Face (or 
Presence)” - such that God’s hand in Jewish destiny and 
everyday life would not be discernable. The parsha adjures 
K’lal Yisroel to write and recall Shiras Ha’azinu (the Song 
of Ha’azinu), wherein these dire predictions and the 
nation’s history and destiny are to be found, such that Jews 
living through the period of Hester Panim can maintain 
their faith and understand that the circumstances of Hester 
Panim and the nation’s punishments are all justified and are 
part of Hashem’s plan.

The parsha does contain several seemingly unrelated 
additional topics and perplexing nuances. The mitzvah 
of Hakhel, wherein the entire nation congregates in the 
Beis Ha-Mikdash to see and hear the Melech (King) read 
portions of Sefer Devarim, is found in the middle of our 
parsha. So, too, is the succession of leadership by Yehoshua 
discussed, as is the completion and preservation of the 
Torah and the mitzvah of writing a Sefer Torah. It is clear 
that the themes of Torah transmission and study form an 
important undercurrent throughout the parsha.

It may be suggested that this motif - the continuity 
of Torah - is actually at the heart and core of Parshas 
Vayeilech and is in fact the parsha’s main message. We 
read, “And it shall be that when these numerous and evil 
afflictions befall it (K’lal Yisroel ), then this Shirah shall 
proclaim before it as a witness, that it not be forgotten from 
its progeny...” (31:21) While the standard interpretation 
of this pasuk is that Shiras Ha’azinu will serve as testimony 
to the Jews during times of Hester Panim that the situation 
is divinely-ordained, and that Shiras Ha’azinu is a critical 
part of the nation’s heritage, one can offer an alternative 
understanding of the verse, such that the Shirah refers 
to Torah, thereby indicating a very different message. 
(Interestingly, the parsha utilizes the word “Shirah” 
interchangeably in reference to Shiras Ha’azinu and the 

Torah. See 31:19 and ibid. v. 21, 22 and 24 with Rashi and 
Gemara Shabbos 138b.) In this light, the pasuk assures 
the Jew who lives through the difficult and trying times 
of Hester Panim that he can survive and endure only by 
turning to Torah, the Jew’s eternal refuge and fountain 
of life, which shall always be perpetuated through Jewish 
progeny. When the presence of the Living God cannot 
always be perceived in Jewish destiny, we are instructed 
that we can find and relate to Hashem through immersion 
in the vivifying words and concepts of Torah, as the 
Gemara says: “Since the Beis Ha-Mikdash was destroyed, 
Hashem only has in His world the four amos (cubits) of 
Halacha”, meaning that when God’s Presence cannot be 
directly perceived, one can experience God only through 
His Torah. 

This explains the motif of the continuity of Torah which 
permeates the parsha, and it enables us to truly understand 
the approach of the Targum Yonasan ben Uziel. In the view 
of the Targum, Moshe Rabbeinu went to the beis medrash 
to teach the lessons of Parshas Vayeilech precisely because 
the beis medrash is where the parsha’s message is centered. 
By way of example, Moshe proclaimed, “When evil and 
Hester Panim befall you, go to the beis medrash and 
immerse yourselves in Torah, for that is the one and only 
place where you will find solace and experience kedusha. 
By attaching yourselves to Torah will you find life and 
maintain your spiritual vision, escaping the utter confusion 
of everyday life and attaining meaning and clarity of God’s 
hand in your destiny.” Moshe went to the beis medrash to 
deliver the message of Parshas Vayeilech, as that is the only 
locus where its message has true meaning.

Throughout history, the Jewish communities in Golus 
(the Diaspora) which remained the strongest were not 
particularly those blessed with great wealth or political 
clout; rather, the most vibrant, enduring and firmly-
grounded kehillos (communities) were those in which 
Torah learning was central and top-priority. The Jewish 
People’s commitment to a dynamic and holy vision and its 
ability to remain steadfast to its faith and identity while in 
Golus cannot be secured or achieved by financial, political 
or cultural factors; only by attachment to Torah can the 
Jew and his nation persevere and experience a relationship 
with God, piercing through the veil of Hester Panim and 
living with the Shechinah.
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The Torah as God’s Song
Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks

At the end of his life, having given the Israelites at 
God’s behest 612 commands, Moses is instructed 
to give them the last; command 613:

Now therefore write down for yourselves this song, and teach 
it to the people of Israel; put it in their mouths, that this song 
may be my witness within the people of Israel. (Deut. 31:19)

According to the plain sense of the verse, God is 
speaking to Moses and Joshua and is referring to the 
song in the following chapter, “Listen, O heavens, and I 
will speak; Hear, O earth, the words of My mouth.” Oral 
tradition, however, gave it a different and much wider 
interpretation, understanding it as a command for every 
Jew to write – or at least take some part in writing – a Sefer 
Torah, a scroll of the law:

Said Rabbah: even though our ancestors have left us a 
scroll of the Torah, it is our religious duty to write one for 
ourselves, as it is said: “Now therefore write this song, and 
teach it to the people of Israel; put it in their mouths, that 
this song may be a witness for me against the people of 
Israel.” (Sanhedrin 21b).

The logic of the interpretation seems to be, first, that 
the phrase “write down for yourselves” could be construed 
as referring to every Israelite (Ibn Ezra), not just Moses 
and Joshua. Secondly, the passage goes on to say (31: 24): 
“Moses finished writing in the book the words of this law 
from beginning to end.” The Talmud (Nedarim 38a) offers 
a third reason. The verse goes on to say: “that this song may 
be My witness within the people” – implying the Torah as a 
whole, not just the song in chapter 32.

There is something poetic about this being the last of 
the commands. It is as if God were saying to the Israelites: 
“It is not enough that you have received the Torah from 
Moses. You must make it new again in every generation.” 
The covenant was not to grow old. It had to be periodically 
renewed.

So it is to this day, that Torah scrolls are still written 
as in ancient times, by hand, on parchment, using a 
quill – as were the Dead Sea Scrolls two thousand years 
ago. In a religion almost devoid of sacred objects (icons, 
relics), the Torah scroll is the nearest Judaism comes to 
endowing a physical entity with sanctity – and this is an 
understatement. The Torah is less like an object than a 
person. In its presence we stand as if it were a king. On 

Simchat Torah we dance with it as if it were a bride. If 
one is, God forbid, damaged or destroyed we bury it as 
if it were a human; we mourn as if we had lost a relative. 
Judaism is the story of a love affair between a people and a 
book, the Book of Books.

What though – if we take the command to refer to the 
whole Torah and not just one chapter – is the significance 
of the word “song” [shirah]: “Now therefore write down for 
yourselves this song”? The word shirah appears five times 
in this passage. It is clearly a key-word. Why? On this, two 
nineteenth century scholars offered striking explanations.

Netziv (R. Naftali Zvi Yehudah Berlin) interprets it to 
mean that the whole Torah should be read as poetry, not 
prose (the word shirah in Hebrew means both a song and 
a poem). To be sure, most of the Torah is written in prose, 
but it has, argues Netziv, two characteristics of poetry. 
First, it is allusive rather than explicit. It leaves unsaid 
more than is said. Secondly, like poetry, it hints at deeper 
reservoirs of meaning, sometimes by the use of an unusual 
word or sentence construction. Descriptive prose carries 
its meaning on the surface. The Torah, like poetry, does 
not. (Kidmat Davar, preface to Ha’amek Davar, 3).

In this brilliant insight, Netziv anticipates one of the 
great twentieth century essays on biblical prose, Erich 
Auerbach’s ‘Odysseus’ Scar’. Auerbach contrasts the 
narrative style of Genesis with that of Homer. Homer 
uses dazzlingly detailed descriptions so that each scene 
is set out pictorially as if bathed in sunlight. By contrast, 
biblical narrative is spare and understated. In the example 
Auerbach cites – the story of the binding of Isaac – we do 
not know what the main characters look like, what they are 
feeling, what they are wearing, what landscapes they are 
passing through:

The decisive points of the narrative alone are 
emphasized, what lies between is non-existent; time and 
place are undefined and call for interpretation; thoughts 
and feelings remain unexpressed, are only suggested by 
the silence and the fragmentary speeches; the whole, 
permeated with the most unrelieved suspense and directed 
toward a single goal . . . remains mysterious and “fraught 
with background”.

A completely different aspect is alluded to by R. Yechiel 
Michal Epstein, author of the halakhic code Arukh ha-
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Shulchan (Choshen Mishpat, introduction). Epstein points 
out that the rabbinic literature is full of arguments, about 
which the sages said: “These and those are the words of 
the living God.” This, says Epstein, is one of the reasons 
the Torah is called “a song” – because a song becomes 
more beautiful when scored for many voices interwoven in 
complex harmonies.

I would suggest a third dimension. The 613th command 
is not simply about the Torah, but about the duty to make 
the Torah new in each generation. To make the Torah live 
anew, it is not enough to hand it on cognitively – as mere 
history and law. It must speak to us affectively, emotionally.

Judaism is a religion of words, and yet whenever the 
language of Judaism aspires to the spiritual it breaks into 
song, as if the words themselves sought escape from the 
gravitational pull of finite meanings. There is something 
about melody that intimates a reality beyond our grasp, 
what William Wordsworth called the “sense sublime / Of 
something far more deeply interfused / Whose dwelling 
is the light of setting suns / And the round ocean and the 
living air.” Words are the language of the mind. Music is the 
language of the soul.

Music is central to the Judaic experience. We do not 
pray; we daven, meaning we sing the words we direct 
toward heaven. Nor do we read the Torah; instead we chant 
the weekly portion, each word with its own cantillation. 
Even rabbinical texts are never merely studied; we chant 

them with the particular sing-song known to all students of 
Talmud. Each time and text has its specific melodies. The 
same prayer may be sung to half-a-dozen different tunes 
depending on whether it is part of the morning, afternoon 
or evening service, and whether the day is a weekday, a 
Sabbath, a festival or one of the High Holy Days. There 
are different cantillations for biblical readings, depending 
on whether the text comes from the Mosaic books, the 
prophetic literature, or the Ketuvim, ‘the writings.’ Music is 
the map of the Jewish spirit, and each spiritual experience 
has its own distinctive melodic tonality.

The 613th command – to make the Torah new in every 
generation – symbolizes the fact that though the Torah 
was given once, it must be received many times, as each of 
us, through our study and practice, strives to recapture the 
pristine voice heard at Mount Sinai. That requires emotion, 
not just intellect. It means treating Torah not just as words 
read, but also as a melody sung. The Torah is God’s libretto, 
and we, the Jewish people, are His choir, the performers of 
His choral symphony. And though, when Jews speak they 
often argue, when they sing, they sing in harmony, as the 
Israelites did at the Red Sea, because music is the language 
of the soul, and at the level of the soul Jews enter the unity 
of the Divine which transcends the oppositions of lower 
worlds. The Torah is God’s song, and we collectively are its 
singers.


